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CHAPTER ONE

 


The cold north wind slashed across
Rusty's face like a sharp slap, as he pulled his sheepskin jacket
closer and marched to the ranch house as though the devil himself
were chasing him. Rusty drew breath. He wondered why Deke had sent
word to come to the house. Must be something important to have
pulled him off post hole digging, Rusty pondered as he dusted his
boots off before entering the house. His hands felt numb and he
could barely turn the knob.

Warmth invaded him as he opened the
door, the flickering firelight invited him in. Home sweet home, he
smiled as he let the warmth seep slowly through him. He moved
deliberately toward the welcoming fire and saw his brother standing
resolutely at the big window, staring out. Noticing the tense
stance, the vague greeting, and the silence in the room, Rusty knew
there was something wrong. He took his hat off and smoothed his
thick russet hair back, then replaced his hat.

"Deke, something wrong?" Rusty watched
his brother closely as he shrugged out of his jacket and thrust his
hands out toward the welcome warmth of the fireplace.

"'Fraid so, bro." Deke rocked on his
boots, not bothering to turn around and look at his younger
brother.

Rusty rubbed his hands together, noting
the tingle running through them. He knew better than to warm up too
fast. That kind of tingle could last for hours. He backed away and
let the warmth seep through him, slowly. He ached from sitting the
saddle so long, and his muscles had been stretched to the limit
using that post hole digger this morning, but he wouldn't complain.
He was doing what he loved. Not many men could say that. He had an
idea Deke didn't want hear about how he felt at the moment, either.
Something was on his Deke's mind and he instinctively knew he
wasn't going to like it from the scowl lining his brother's
face.

"Well come on bro, spit it out, I gotta
get that post hole digger back to town before noon."

Deke turned slowly to eye his brother,
his expression grim and Rusty knew it was bad news of some sort.
Deke wasn't usually this slow at coming to the point.

Then Rusty spotted the letter laying on
the coffee table, as though it had been read a time or two, the way
the paper curled at the edges. Oh God, someone died. For one
fleeting second he thought about his brother Jake, who was the
Sheriff over at Peaceful. But surely, not Jake! He was too young
and stubborn to die. He thought of his aging father, but knew there
would be no letter because his father lived here on the ranch. Then
who died? Uncle Dan? No, he wouldn't believe it.

"Your remember George
O'Leary?"

Rusty let out a long held breath, the
relief he felt warmed him, then he tossed the name around in his
head and nodded.

"Vaguely."

"He's the one that took your mama to
the hospital the night you were born." Deke informed
him.

A grim line formed on Rusty's face, a
night he wish he could have changed a million times over.
"Yeah."

"You may not appreciate him much,
Rusty, but if he hadn't have..."

"Yeah, I know the story Deke." Rusty
couldn't hide his frustration from his brother, he knew him too
well. But darn it, he'd have given his own life, to save his
mother's, if he'd had a choice.

Deke frowned at him again. "Maybe you
do, and maybe, just maybe you should hear it again."

"I don't need to." Rusty turned away
from Deke, his words slurred with emotion. "I know it by
heart."

Deke shook his head.

"If he hadn't taken mother to the
hospital when he did, I might not have been here either. If her
time hadn't been so early and I hadn't been so healthy, I wouldn't
have made it. Dad's always felt indebted to the man because of that
night. Why, I'll never know. It took the only woman he ever loved
away from him. It was snowing cats and dogs and Dad was nearly five
hundred miles away. There's no way he could have been there on
time."

Rusty bit his lip, thinking of the
vibrant woman that died that night so he could be born. It was a
sore spot. He didn't want to think about that night...the night his
mother died. Nor the guilt for living he carried with him every
day.

"So? What about him?"

"He's dead."

The words were said on a long sad note
as though this hit Deke close to home. Rusty eyed Deke with renewed
interest. They hadn't even seen the O'Leary's in several years, so
how could this make Deke so sad? It wasn't like they'd been best of
friends and kept in touch.

"I'm sorry." He knew he didn't sound
it. But just the mention of his mother had him on the defense. All
his life he fought the guilt. It should have been him that died.
Then he wouldn't have had to witness the loneliness growing in his
father year after year.

"Me too. He was a good man."

Cal Travers entered the room, his eyes
going from one to the other, his expression grim. Obviously he had
been the one to read and reread the letter, Rusty
surmised.

"You may not want to hear this Rusty,
but I owed the man so much. Not just for that night. He saved my
butt a couple of times too. Never once did he ask for a favor.
Never once."

Cal said watching Rusty's
reactions.

Rusty felt an unease spread across his
shoulders, tighten his muscles. Something wasn't right here. He
could feel it in his bones, taste it in his mouth, hear it in the
silence. "I didn't know him very well, Dad. I mean I was kinda
young at the time. It's been a good twenty six years since that
day."

Deke cleared his throat. "Yeah, well,
he sure knew you. But, we got a bigger problem than
that."

Rusty spread his legs apart, as though
physically bracing himself for some bad news. It had to be really
bad for Deke to be so serious, his oldest brother was usually full
of fun.

"Look, I'm real sorry about the fella.
I guess he meant more to you and dad than I realized, but I gotta
get back to diggin' holes, bro. Life does goes on, you know. And we
gotta ranch to run."

"It does, but you don't."

The finality of that statement hit
Rusty like a blow to an empty stomach. It must be some problem to
stop him from finishing the post holes. And the longer it took Deke
to spit it out, the more tense, Rusty grew. Deke always was slow
about coming to the point. Rusty did his best to be patient. He
owed Deke that much. Whatever it was, it had to be a
doozie!

Rusty turned to look directly at
Deke.

"I don't?"

The question hung in the
air.

"No, there's something else
..."

He knew there would be, but he wanted
to stall, knowing from Deke's expression and his dad's reluctance
to say much more, this wasn't going to be good news. Somehow this
affected him, and he still didn't see the light.

"I gotta feeling you're doing your best
not to tell me something. Why don't you spit it out and let's get
it over with," Rusty said going into the kitchen for a cup of hot
coffee. Coming back to his brother's side he peered over the rim of
his cup at him. Deke's serious expression hadn't changed. Cal's
furrowed brows hadn't relaxed. Something definitely was
up.

"Alright, you're right of
course."

Surely it couldn't be that bad, could
it?

Deke kept rocking on his heels. Rusty
watched, fascinated to see his oldest brother so uncomfortable, but
disturbed by his frown more than anything.

"Jimmy, Mr. O'Leary's son became a
dentist out in Arizona."

Rusty sighed with relief, obviously
Deke just needed to talk about this with someone and he was
elected. That was okay. He'd listened many times.

Deke firmed his lips and continued.
"George's daughter Hannah has been gone for a while, but she's back
and just laid him to rest. She's probably a couple years younger
than you. You met her once when you were a kid. Anyway, Jimmy can't
leave his practice, so she's alone, to run the ranch. And Hannah
can't handle that spread without some help. I'm sending you to help
her."

Somehow this news didn’t sound so bad.
Rusty had helped many neighbors through the years. But the
expression on Deke's face told him there was more to come. Rusty
waited, knowing his brother was about to spit it out and not sure
if he wanted to hear the rest, because by now he knew he wasn't
going to like what Deke was about to say.

Uneasiness blew through the house like
a norther in mid winter.

"Help her?" Rusty's brow shot up,
wondering what was about to happen here. The eerie feeling didn't
go away.

He could feel the tension growing in
his gut.

"You aren't going to like what I've got
to say, Rusty. But we've got to hash it out. So listen up, till I'm
done, then you can have your say."

Rusty nodded. He'd taken orders from
Deke most of his life and this time wouldn't be any different. If
there was some kind of a problem, he'd just have to deal with it
like a man. Being the youngest, meant he had to reinforce his
manhood to his brothers many times.

"Jimmy sent a letter telling us all
about his father, how hard he worked, how much he loved the place.
It's their home, their inheritance from the old man. The only thing
he had to leave them. He said they both owed Hannah. She
practically put Jimmy through school single handedly. He said
Hannah is trying to make a go of the place now, but she needs help.
It seems George had a gambling problem no one knew about, until he
died. Hannah is doing everything in her power to hang on to this
place. But when she talked to the lawyers she was taken aback to
find out the old man was in debt up to his eyeballs. She found out
the ranch was mortgaged. He put the ranch up as collateral for his
personal loans. These are loans that weren't paid back. Hannah has
been struggling to hang on, but the bank won't lend her any more
money, on just her name."

"So, what's the problem? Just loan her
some money." Rusty shrugged as though the matter were settled. He
moved to get his hat.

"Can't do that"

Rusty hesitated. He didn't say
anything, just glanced over his shoulder at his brother.

"In the first place, she wouldn't
accept it, that way. She’s got too much pride. Besides, we're
pretty well mortgaged as it is with that irrigation system and new
baler. Anyway, we can help. The bank said if she had collateral
they'd loan her the money."

"Don't tell me, she doesn't have a
dime."

"Basically, as far as the bank is
concerned, that’s it in a nutshell. What money she made went to
putting her brother through dental school." Deke turned his gaze on
him now. He looked ready to do battle with him. Something Rusty
wasn't accustomed to. He loved all this brothers and doing battle
with any of them was like cutting off his own hand. "I've already
written her," Deke said staring at his brother.

"And just exactly what did you say?"
Rusty came up to face Deke.

It was Cal's turn to answer and he
strode up almost between them "You've got the collateral,
Rusty."

"Oh now…If you're talking about what I
think you are talking about, back off, Dad. That's all I have. That
breeding stock is all I have for a future. I've busted my butt
raising them, nurturing them. And now you just want me to hand them
over to some...stranger? I can't believe this!" Rusty began rocking
on the heel of his boots now. But with another thought he added.
"Besides, if she won't take your money, what makes you think she'll
take my collateral?"

"She won't, but you're gonna convince
her to." He looked long and hard at his brother now. Then shot a
glance at his dad who hung his head. For a moment Deke looked
unsure of what he was about to say, then he plunged onward. "The
way I see it, there's only one way to make this whole thing
work."

Rusty saw his father look upward and
knew this was what he had been waiting to hear from the moment he
walked in the door...this was the real catch to it all.

"If you married her, you'd have an
interest in the ranch yourself, it'd be half yours. You'd see that
loan was paid one way or another. If I know you, and I
do!"

"By God, you've gone nuts! Marry a
complete stranger. That’s just about the most crazy thing I’ve ever
heard you say, Deke. And my breeding stock, too? Are you out of
your mind?" Rusty took his hat off now and threw it on the couch.
He ran a hand through his hair, rustling it. "You're talking about
my life—my future! And not only that, you want me to throw it down
the drain for a complete stranger."

"Oh for pete's sake, get a grip. You
wouldn't have to make a big production out of the wedding. Just get
it done legal. And you'd be helping her, and fulfilling a family
obligation at the same time."

"My obligation you mean!"

"Well, what's so damned hard to
understand, Rusty? We've lived all our lives by our family code.
The code of a true cowboy."

"Oh no, you aren't really going to
throw that at me, are you?" Rusty blustered. "The code of the West
and all that malarky. That all went out with the horse and
buggy."

"We help our neighbors. Dad taught us
that and Dad was obligated to this man, even though it seems you
don't feel any at the moment. And this is one you are going to take
care of personally. You've been mooning over Jennifer long enough.
It's time you woke up, grew up."

"You've asked a lot of things, but this
takes the cake, Deke. It's my stock you are talking about, not to
mention my name she'll be using. What if she screws up?"

"Then you'll have to stick around long
enough to make sure she doesn't. And if I know you it'll never
happen."

"I can't believe you'd ask it of me. I
don't owe her anything. This is crazy. Get somebody else." He
started toward the door again, but his dad's tempered voice stopped
him. It was tte kind of calm that blows in just before a tornado
hits. Rusty recognized the signs.

"Son, I know it sounds like we're
asking a lot. But, I depended on my men to help me in a crisis.
George was there, every time. When Martha's time came and I was
away on business, George dropped his own problems and was there. He
stayed with her till I could get there. He drove what must have
been a 100 miles an hour to get her to the hospital, in knee deep
snow. And the man barely knew how to drive much less in snow. He
carried her in himself. He stayed with her as long as they'd let
him. And he was the first to see your ugly mug make it into this
world. Not only that. He was the one that helped me let go of the
memories later...and get on with my life afterwards." Cal's voice
almost broke, but he turned away for a second, then back to Rusty.
"He'd been through it himself and knew what it took. He told me I
had four good reasons to go on with life, don't mess it up, he
said. He was a real friend Rusty, in every sense of the word.
People like that don't grow on trees. I never had a better friend
than that..."

"I've heard the story, dad." Rusty's
voice lowered a little, with respect. "And I can appreciate the
fact that you feel obligated, but this crosses the line of what you
ask of a man, dad. This is going too far!"

"I know it's a lot to ask, son." Cal's
voice broke again, and he almost turned away, but not before Rusty
spotted the unshed tear in his father's eyes.

Dammit! Rusty wanted to run, because
when his father got emotional, he knew he'd do almost anything for
the man. He loved him so.

Then glancing at his youngest son Cal
smiled sadly. "But she would have asked..."

Rusty hung his head. They were using
the most bothersome trick of all...emotions. Rusty couldn't fight
emotions. Not with his family, he cared too much!

"Besides, you can get this annulled in
six months to a year and no one will be the wiser. Once the loan is
secured, and she's making regular payments, you can walk away from
it. If you want to..."

"If I'd want to?" Rusty frowned again.
"Why should I marry her? Give me one good reason?"

Deke nodded. "Because marrying her will
make you part owner of that land. And I know you. You fight for
what's yours. You always have. You'll make a go of it. And you'll
be getting something out of the bargain too. Look, I wouldn't ask
you to do this without you getting something from the bargain. This
way, you both win."

After a moment Rusty looked at them
both. "Does she know about this grand plan?"

"Yes, she's as reluctant as you, but it
seems her brother has made her see the wisdom of it."

"So why me? Why not Jake?"

"Jake's got a full time job in Peaceful
now, he can't uproot and go. I owe him that much, we all do. You
know as well as I he's already sacrificed more than his fair share.
I can't ask it of him. Clint's on vacation with Abby as you well
know, and very much married now. So I certainly can't ask it of
him. I've got all I can handle right here with my own brood. And
Dad's sure in no shape to handle it. He's pretty upset about the
whole thing. He feels he should do something. But you are the only
one that can help. So you're elected." Deke declared as though the
matter were settled.

"Aw, for crying out loud Deke. This
isn't our business. This isn't the dark ages anymore either.
Marrying a complete stranger, that’s crazy. Why do we have to get
involved with everyone's problems." He knew even before he argued
the point that he would do it, but everything within him propelled
him to defend his prize breeding stock to the end, not to mention
his own freedom.

"Because that's how we are, Rusty.
We're Travers. We stand up for what we believe, take care of our
own. Look, we're obligated to the man. And that includes you. It's
more your place than any to take care of it. Now I don't want to
argue the point with you Rusty. It's a family obligation.
Understood?"

"No, it's not understood. It's not
fair…it'…"

Then seeing his father's frown, he
backed off a little.

"I don't even know the man, or his
daughter. I didn't know him. I don't owe him anything. Mama died
that night. Despite what he might have done for her, she died."
Rusty's voice took on an unwelcome emotion.

Cal nodded sadly. "No one's aware of
that more than me."

Rusty glanced at his dad and saw the
sadness, it matched the hole in his own heart.

Deke turned cold blue eyes on his
brother that made Rusty feel guilty and ashamed he had reproached
him. "You don't owe him? Just your life..."

Deke let that statement hang in mid air
for a second, then continued to explain.

"Face it Rusty, you are a Travers, and
Travers live up to their obligations, like it or not. Maybe it is a
little old fashioned. Maybe it's stupid. But we do what has to be
done. It's one tradition that we will honor, if I have anything to
do with it. Dad told him if he ever needed anything to call on him.
The man never asked for anything. Not when his boy took off for
college leaving him shorthanded or when his debts nearly took him
under. He managed, alone, without help. Look boy, quit nursing this
hurt for Jennifer. Get your nose out of the ground, pick yourself
up and take care of what needs taking care of."

"Is this another 'get over Jennifer'
routine'?" Rusty scoffed.

"Everything doesn't center around you
and your ex-girlfriend Rusty."

Rusty hung his head. He'd over nursed
his feelings for Jennifer. It was over a long time ago, he just
hadn't faced it. But he certainly didn't want another female
clouding his life. In fact, the less he had to do with females the
better.

Married! Even if it was just on paper,
married was married and he didn't want any part of it! He glanced
at them both, frowned and said very slowly..."Mom's death has been
my cross to bear..."

"It wasn't your fault son," Cal jumped
to console him.

Rusty stared into his father's
weathered face and suddenly smiled. "Maybe, but maybe this will
help ease that strange pain a man lives with when his mother dies
giving birth. Okay...dad, I'll do it for her...and me...and
you!"

 


*****

 


Married! Was that the best Jimmy could
come up with? The one time she depended on him to make a decision
and look where it got her—married! And to some red-necked cowboy
she'd never even met.

Who in his right mind would ask such a
thing of his sister, after she'd supported him through dental
college? After all she'd been through, she didn't deserve being
auctioned off to the first available cowboy in the state of
Texas.

All she needed to save this place she
loved so dearly was money. She'd always made it before. But the
thought of going back to Vegas was no longer an option. Her days as
a showgirl were over, she refused to wear the outlandish outfits
they insisted on, and she'd quit her job without notice. She'd
never work in Vegas again, Vic had told her…

She looked down at herself and giggled.
No one would suspect under all her ugly barren clothing that she
had ever been a showgirl. She deliberately dressed in baggy
overalls and flannel shirts to disguise what lay beneath. She
didn't want the hands getting the wrong idea. She didn't want any
man getting the wrong idea. She had enough wrong ideas to last a
lifetime. No man would capture her heart again so easily. No man
would drool over her sparsely clad body again, if she could help
it. She didn't need that. All she needed was this land!

She glanced about the cattle dotted
pasture and smiled, if she could only keep it, her dreams would be
complete.

A shiver ran through her as the north
wind whispered a lonely song in her ear.

If her father had only put the money
away that she'd sent home for the past five years, she wouldn't be
needing it now. But he hadn't. He squandered it away in gambling
debts. At least Jimmy had made it through dental college and was
happily married in Phoenix now. She didn't have to worry about
anyone but herself—and keeping this ranch. Her mother was buried on
this land, and she'd be damned if anyone would take it from her. It
was all she had left of the memory and no one was taking it, no
one.

Wild remnants of chestnut hair
threatened to fall across her face, and she shoved it back under
the floppy hat she'd found in the barn. It probably belonged to her
father. Wearing it made her feel just a little closer to the man
that she had loved so fiercely. She'd known he liked to have a
drink after a long day, and poker was his passion. She simply
hadn't known how much he liked it.

Her mind wandered to the Travers
family. She couldn't place all of them, had only met a few of them
once a long time ago. Why Jimmy insisted that this Rusty Travers
was the answer to all her problems, she didn't know. Jimmy didn't
know them anymore than she did.

She sighed, edging her horse away from
a prairie dog hole, she smiled. "Dagger you must be getting old,
you didn't even see that hole, did you boy? Looks like your roaming
days are about over."

She petted the sleek coat of her
favorite horse and smiled a contented smile. "If Rusty Travers can
get me a loan, then I can stay here. And I guess even marriage
isn't too high a price to pay. As long as it's in name
only."

The horse neighed at her
words.

"The cowboy doesn't know what he's in
for. I'll make him think—married!"

She giggled and galloped
home.

 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


Rusty drove into the O'Leary ranch yard
late that cold February night. There were no lights on in the old
fashioned ranch house, no sign of anyone being up. He stared at the
place in silent appreciation. Nothing fancy, but very workable, he
decided. He got out of the truck and looked around. He should have
waited to come in the daylight. He might scare her to death, but
the sooner he talked to her, the better.

The wind whipped at his bare neck and
he adjusted the collar on his jacket.

Getting married seemed all wrong to
him, especially under these conditions. Maybe if he could talk to
the girl, they could come up with a better solution. Surely she
didn't want to marry him either.

The ranch was big according to what his
brother had told him, encompassing prime acreage. He couldn't blame
anyone for wanting to hold onto it. He'd do the same given the
circumstances.

Even though the house showed signs of
wear and tear, and the barn wasn't in the best of shape, it was
truly a working ranch, any cowboy could see that.

He was about to turn around and leave
for the nearest town when a low voice curled around him. A very
unwelcoming voice. The kind of steel edged voice that curls around
your neck and makes your hair stand straight up.

"Get your hands up, mister. And keep
them there."

It was a female voice, even though it
rattled on a husky note.

"You must be Hannah
O'Leary."

"You've got that right, but it doesn't
begin to tell me who you are." she said, her voice sounding much
like she'd just woken from a deep sleep. Still it didn't change the
fact that her shotgun was pointed at the middle of his
back.

"Not a very nice way to greet your
intended, is it?" He tried to turn around, but the butt of the gun
stabbed him.

"So you're Rusty Travers?" the voice
sounded just a tad shocked.

"That's me, now will you let me turn
around so I can see who I'm talking to?" He growled
angrily.

"Not just yet. How do I know you are a
Travers? You sneak in here at this time of night, what on earth
for? A cowboy with good sense wouldn't do something like that. Got
any identification?"

He pointed to his hip pocket with one
finger, "In my wallet."

"Take it out, slowly," she urged him
with the tip of the gun.

Rusty reached around and pulled out his
wallet, handing it to her.

She took the wallet with one hand, and
held it up to the dim light coming from the screen door. "I can't
see well enough out here. But even if you are, why did you sneak in
here in the middle of the night?

"'Cause I," he forgot about the gun and
turned around. But there was no seeing the dark shadow that loomed
before him. All he saw was baggy pants and heavy wool jacket, and a
floppy hat and the cold hard metal that was too damned close for
comfort.

"'Cause you what?" she asked still
pointing the gun.

"Mind if we get rid of the gun. They
have a tendency to go off, you know." He pushed the end of the
shotgun away from him and put his hands on his hips as though he
were facing down some hombre from the old west.

"You still haven't answered my
question. Why did you decide to come in the middle of the night,
like some snake?" she asked.

They were both mere shadows to each
other, Rusty realized as he tried to get a good look at her. There
was no moon to highlight the features, only ominous
shadows.

"Look, I just got hit in the face with
all this today myself, and needless to say I wasn't thinking too
straight. I got a late start, and I wanted to get here to talk to
you before everyone showed up for our shotgun wedding." He said on
a slightly sarcastic note.

"Why you," [and before he knew what hit
him, she had jumped him, straddled him, knocking him to the ground.
He wrestled her like a bear. A bear that bit, and scratched and
pinched.

"Hey, hey," he began as he rolled her
over and straddled the top of her. Realizing he had the control he
relaxed a little as she panted hard.

"Get off me, you big lug," she
demanded, her hair spilling out from her hat like a wild animal,
and cloud of darkness covering the ground.

"This is no way to start a marriage,
Little Darlin'," he said sardonically trying to get a good look at
her, but unable to make her out in the darkness, no matter how
close he got.

White teeth flashed at him, but it
wasn't a smile he'd bet.

"Don't you Little Darlin' me, you big
galoot. Get off me."

"No ma'am. Not till you settle down and
listen for a minute. I take it you are about as happy about this
heavenly union as I am." He said with a chuckle.

For a second she stilled beneath him,
and he realized that whatever she was wearing, it was way too big
for her, because her flesh was swallowed in it.

"You can say that again. I don’t need a
man to save me. And if I marry you, it will be in name only." she
gritted.

"Granted. I'm glad we have that
straight." He said and raised up to help her up.

She didn't take his hand. Getting to
her feet she backed away from him.

Another woman came around the side of
the house, a shotgun in her hand too. Rusty watched her. She was
wearing a robe and had her hair up in some sort of towel or
something from the looks of it. He'd sure interrupted them both.
But she had a good aim on that shotgun, too. "You all right Miss
Hannah?" came the southern drawl.

"I'm fine, Josey. I'm sorry we
disturbed you. Go on back to bed. I can handle this
one."

The woman seemed to stare at Rusty for
a full minute then went back the way she had come. "You just give a
holler if you need any help, you hear?" She called over her
shoulder.

Rusty faced the wildcat again. "Does
everyone on this ranch keep their guns ready?"

"Josey is a little over protective of
me..." Hannah replied.

"I can see that."

Hannah seemed to consider the guns and
Rusty saw her teeth flash in a quick smile. Then she moved in
closer. "Look, this is the most asinine thing I've ever been part
of. Naturally, you won't have to hang around once we've got it
legal, you know," she insisted grabbing her gun and heading for her
house as though he were dismissed.

Not likely.

He followed, not liking the easy way
she ignored him. Rejecting him first, hit hard. "I'm afraid I've
come to stay for a bit." He announced as they neared the
porch.

She whirled around almost in his face.
"Stay?"

"Yes ma'am." He adjusted his
hat.

"But you just said you don't want this
any more than I do. What's to keep you here?"

"You think we might go in the house to
talk about this?" Rusty glanced around the sides of the house, then
back at her. "I wouldn't want to disturb anyone else,
tonight."

"We aren't going anywhere till you
explain that statement." She protested, as her hands went to her
hips and her legs spread as though she were about to draw a pistol
on him.

He scratched his chin. If he played his
cards right, he might get out of the whole thing sooner than he
thought. "I don't like this any better than you do, believe me.
But, I gave my word. And...like it or not, I'll marry you. Then
we'll go get that loan you need so badly. But I want to make good
and damn sure you put the money where it belongs—on the
ranch."

He saw her teeth flash again but she
wasn't smiling this time either and he knew her jaw had dropped in
a full blown gasp, even the gun fell now. "You think I'd cheat
you?"

It sounded silly even to him, but how
could he be sure of anything?

Rusty eyed her strangely. He hadn't
meant it to sound so much like a slap in the face, but he was more
than a little sure that's how she took it. The woman had pride, he
liked that. Independent too, and she sure didn't lack for spunk. If
she was half as cute as her spirit they might get through this
without killing each other.

"Let's just say I'm protecting my
investment." He saw her pride swell. Damned if didn't like her grit
and determination. Still he didn't know this woman, and he wasn't
turning her loose with his name to do as she pleased, especially
with his prize winning breeding stock at stake.

"Investment? So that's what this
marriage is all about, you're afraid I'll welsh on my end of the
deal." She said bitterly. "What could a red-neck like you have,
anyway, that would secure a loan of this size?"

"Try prize winning breeding stock.
Mine, every one of them. Hand raised. Now you might have a ranch to
lose, but I'll have something to lose too, and that gives me the
same leverage as you, lady. But you'll still be using my name for
credit, and till I know you are using it for the ranch and not
something else, I'll stick around. For all I know you might be like
your old man."

He'd gone a little too far, he could
tell by the way her head jerked in his direction.

She took a step closer. "And just what
do you know about my old man?" She started to slap him but he
caught her arm in mid air.

It wasn't quite fair to accuse her of
such trickery, but she made him mad. He tried to calm himself for a
second, taking a deep breath.

"Look, let's start all over, okay?" He
pushed her arm down toward her side. "We got off on the wrong foot,
and it's probably my fault for coming in the middle of the
night."

He eyed her when she stood silently
staring at him.

"I'm Rusty Travers, I've come to save
you, remember?"

She stared long and hard.

"Save me," she almost laughed, then
sobered. "Let me get this straight, you're planning on living
here?"

"Yes ma'am, I think I am."

What was he doing? Inviting more
trouble into his life. She was letting him off the hook. They could
get married and he could go home, simple. Why did he insist on
complicating his own life with another female. Maybe not that
simple. If he lost his breeding stock he'd be the one starting
over. Still, he didn't know her and he wasn't sure he could trust
this story even if Deke did believe every word of it.

Deep down, he'd known he was stuck, he
gave Deke his word. And he'd keep it.

"I won't have it!" she stomped her
booted heel against the porch and folded her arms over her chest as
though that would do any good.

Rusty was tired, and angry and put out
with this temperamental mess of a woman. He bent and hauled her
over one shoulder and barged into her home like a bulldozer. He
ignored the fact that every where he touched seemed almost bony,
not at all like Jennifer. Good, his mind took notes. Once inside he
set her down in the middle of what looked like a living
room.

He turned on the lights, after groping
for the switch. The furniture was homey, but comfortably worn. Old
fashioned was the word that came to mind as his eyes scanned the
room. Dollies on the armchairs, an old rocker, a loomed rug, and a
well used fireplace. Then his eyes landed on her. He stopped dead
in his tracks.

Was this his intended wife to be?
Surely not. She wore the ugliest pair of overalls he'd ever seen,
the most faded flannel shirt he'd ever beheld, and that hat was
ready for a trash can. Her hair was a mess, falling in bits and
pieces around her face and shoulders. She reminded him of a wild
colt.

She wore no make-up, but even without
it, he saw classic lines of a woman who could fix up pretty well.
Her face was slender, belying the body she hid with her clothes.
Her eyes were big and a cow-eyed brown, her brows were finely
arched and as dark as her hair. Her skin was almost an olive. He
wondered what she might look like with the right clothes and a
little make-up.

He winced inwardly, she certainly
wasn't anything like Jennifer. But truth be known he couldn't make
out what she looked like body wise. That outfit hid everything.
Probably pot bellied or thick waisted and unfit. Jennifer worked
out constantly and kept her tiny figure in a perfect eight shape.
Just the kind of figure a man liked to sink his hands around. But
this—he wasn't sure about. Probably best that she wasn't a
knock-out. No chance of him falling for her.

Still her face was a complete shock. In
a plain sort of way, she was sorta...cute.

Cute! Where had that come from. He
didn't need to be thinking about her as cute.

She seemed to be surveying him too. Her
eyes went from head to booted heels and came back to rest on his
face, slowly. He couldn't help but wonder if he passed
inspection.

Angry eyes stared back at
him.

Whether she liked what she saw was
debatable from that instant frown she wore.

"How many bedrooms do you have here?"
He glanced down the long dark hallway.

She gasped then looked around as though
she had to consider the question. "Three, why?

"That's enough. I'll take one. I'm
tired. Can we talk in the morning?"

He was already headed down the long
hallway looking for an obvious place to sleep. She stared after
him. Funny he would have sworn she would try to throw him
out.

"The last one on the right...." She
informed him.

He stopped when he found it and turned
to look at her. Her mouth hung open and he chuckled. She was almost
cute when she looked that surprised.

"Mind if I take a quick shower and hit
the hay, we can talk this out in the morning."

He turned to find the bathroom at the
end of the hall. He nodded and bumped it open with his boot. Then
he proceeded to close the door behind him. Not that he was the
least bit satisfied with leaving it all up in the air another day,
but he'd been digging holes all day, and driving most of the night
and a cowboy could only handle so much in one day.

 


*****

 


Half an hour later, Hannah heard the
cowboy come out of the bathroom, felt the humidity from the shower,
sniffed the heady scent of freshly showered man, and listened as he
crept down the hallway to the spare room.

She was shocked to acknowledge he had
more than his fair share of good looks. Good looks? He was
gorgeous, who was she kidding. She'd never seen a man in better
physical shape. She hadn't expected that. But she knew his type
well enough. He was nothing more than a red-necked cowboy, and she
wanted no part of him. She wanted him out of here, now more than
ever.

But how?

It pained her to admit she would owe
him more than a certificate with her name on it and a quick
goodbye. But she would owe him. And she hated the debt between them
already. That alone could make living with him
intolerable.

What worried her most, wasn't the debt
she would owe, nor the fact that he didn't trust her. What worried
her was that she felt some odd attraction for him. She recognized
it as such, and knew that was nothing but pure trouble.

 


*****

 


Rusty tip-toed through the dark hallway
to the room he'd picked out. He turned back the covers on the bed
and smelled the sunshine on them. There was a feather down quilt on
top the bed, and it reminded him of home. He smiled. He stretched
his sore muscled body across it, wondering just how he planned on
handling this woman and this situation. He slipped out of
everything but his underwear and slipped between the sheets. He'd
left his bag of clothes in the truck, and he wasn't about to go
after them now. He'd figure this all out, and soon, but tonight, he
was simply too tired to worry about it. He inhaled the clean smell
of the linens, as he flopped around till he found a soft
spot.

He tossed and turned trying to get to
sleep and regretted it when he realized the springs gave him away.
Still, he had to figure out what he was doing here. He wanted no
part of this whole set up and suddenly he was insinuating himself
inside the house and into a bedroom without the slightest thought.
He must have gone loco, he sighed and closed his eyes.

Nah, he hadn't gone loco, he just
needed some rest. He'd be thinking clearly by morning.

He was relatively safe, this Hannah
girl wasn't his type at all. She obviously didn't go in for the
more feminine side of her own nature. Just as well. Although that
wild mane of hair falling about her shoulders and face did take him
by surprise, and finding huge brown eyes staring up at him almost
innocently was more than he bargained for, but she certainly was no
Jennifer.

There wasn't a chance in the world of
falling for this gal, he knew that much. Not that she didn't have a
few redeeming qualities. Nice full lips, wild and beautiful hair
under that dirty old hat, and what secrets was she hiding with
those clothes? It didn't matter, his heart was safe. He did like
the way she rebelled at the entire idea though. Glad she wasn't
keen on the marrying part either. Maybe come morning they could
strike some kind of bargain. Maybe he wouldn't have to marry
her.

That was a lot of maybes.

He tried to remember what he felt when
he was on top of her though. He couldn't. More bone than flesh.
Maybe she was a skinny runt with no figure at all. Maybe she wore
clothes like she did to hide it.

Probably no curves at all to her,
although he thought he felt a slight softness at her breast. Well,
he wouldn't be finding out. He wasn't here for that. Even though
she was a mystery and he liked unraveling mysteries most of the
time.

No one could ever hold a candle to
Jennifer and that was that. No use even thinking along those lines.
He'd had the best. It'd be a cold day in hell if he ever found
anything to come close to comparing to his Jenny girl.

He closed his eyes again, and marveled
at the comfort of the bed. Maybe he was just too bone tired to know
any difference.

 


 



CHAPTER THREE

 


"The boys and I thought we heard a
ruckus in the yard last night." Someone was saying from the kitchen
the next morning.

Rusty halted his steps, listening to
her reply. He knew it wasn't polite to listen to other's private
conversations but he needed some kind of edge with this lady.
Especially if he was gonna marry her and get her a loan.

"Yeah, the Travers fella came in last
night."

There seemed to be a slight pause in
the cowboy's reaction. "Where'd he go, his truck's still out
front."

"He's in the spare bedroom," came the
husky voiced woman that oddly sent a tremor through Rusty with
shocked surprise.

"Think that's such a good idea, you
being here alone."

Rusty felt his own temper barely
simmering. Where'd this hayseed cowboy get off making lewd
suggestions like that? But then again, maybe he had a right. He
listened a little longer than was polite.

The woman seemed totally oblivious to
the suggestiveness of the cowboy's statement. "It doesn't matter.
He'll be gone before long."

So she aimed to get rid of him, as much
as that idea appealed to Rusty, it also rankled. It should've been
his idea, not hers. He'd hadn't received much of a warm welcome and
already she was planning on booting him out. Rusty felt his own
rebellious nature stirring.

"You still gonna marry him?"

Another long pause, Rusty noted. "I'm
not sure yet. We haven't gotten into any details. It's gonna take a
little time to work this out, I'm sure."

"You don't have to do this you know.
You got options." The cowboy was saying.

For some reason Rusty didn't like that
idea either. It was obvious the cowboy doing all the talking was
much older than she and somehow it seemed indecent.

"Thanks Burt, but you don't have that
kind of money, nor credit." She turned him down flat. Although
turning him down for the obvious reasons seemed more natural to
Rusty. Maybe she liked older men, a father image.

"I've been saving. I've got enough for
a small spread..."

Rusty burst into the room then and she
sloshed half her coffee on her hand. It burned and the older cowboy
took her to the sink immediately to wash it off and help her. The
intimate way he was holding her hand and the expression on his face
told Rusty he was either already in her life, or trying to
insinuate himself very quickly. For some reason it rubbed Rusty
raw. He was too old.

"Good morning." Rusty tried to sound
chipper.

The frown was in place on Hannah's face
as she turned to look at him. "Good morning, this is my foreman,
Burt Stockton."

"Burt ..." Rusty nodded, his gaze
flitting over the cowboy with quick appraisal.

Was she trying to explain who the man
was, or who he was to her? Rusty almost smiled.

It seemed pretty plain that whatever he
thought of her, she didn't reciprocate, but still the old man
persisted.

"Mind if I help myself to the coffee,
ma'am?" Rusty asked trying to stay out of their way.

"No, go ahead," she said pushing away
from the older cowboy and moving toward the table with her mug
again.

"I better git."

"Later, Burt," she called after
him.

"Nice fella." Rusty's smirk hadn't
escaped her.

"Yes, he is," she affirmed with another
frown in place again. As though she wore it just for him. "He's
worked here all my life. My dad hired him twenty years ago, and
he's been here ever since. Anything you need to know about the
ranch, you can ask Burt."

He hated to see the frown back in
place, because he suddenly realized he liked her crooked kind of
smile.

"Maybe it's none of my business, or
maybe I shouldn't ask but ..."

"There's nothing between Burt and me,
if that's what you're thinking."

Rusty nodded. "If you say
so."

She seemed to brace herself for
conflict. "Look, let's get something straight here. What's about to
happen, isn't personal either."

"You mean us getting
married."

"That's right. Don't think for one
minute I don't know why you want to marry me. I'm fully aware that
Texas is a community property state and that your 'investment'
would be protected. So don't pretend this is charity. By my
agreeing to this so-called marriage, we become partners. It's the
only thing oddly enough that makes any sense to me."

"What? Us getting married?"

"No, being partners, sharing the load,
so to speak."

"Glad you cleared that up. I guess we
understand each other pretty well, then." Rusty smiled again. He
liked her spunk and her direct approach to any subject. It made him
think he might trust her.

"Good. And as such I expect you to work
just as hard if not harder than the rest. After all, you'll have an
interest to look out for, won't you?" she got up and went toward
the old gas stove. It was a bare kitchen floor and cold obviously
from the way she ran around in her socks. She was in the middle of
cooking from the looks of it. The eggs were light and fluffy and
Rusty's mouth was already watering. Obviously the woman could
cook.

Rusty swallowed her words with silent
agreement. She was right, what could he say?

"Hungry?" She asked when his eyes never
left the frying pan.

"Do ducks quack?" He smiled.

That got a real smile out of her and he
was stunned at the difference a smile made on Hannah's face. Like
lighting a candle, the glow was magnificent. It made her eyes
bigger, her mouth fuller, more sensual. He cleared his throat and
cast his glance back on the eggs.

She served him a large helping of eggs
and added a couple of strips of bacon and a couple of biscuits. He
reached for a couple more.

She almost smiled again, as she set the
jelly on the table. It was home-made strawberry and he couldn't
wait to try it. But her open stare made him chuckle.

He glanced at her apologetically.
"Sorry, I've been digging post holes this week and can't stay out
of the kitchen."

"That's hard work, especially in the
winter. The ground is so hard, it doesn't co-operate with muscle at
all." she acknowledged. "A man needs good food when he's working
hard."

Her glance drifted to his shoulders and
back, then back to his face.

He dug into the eggs. "Yes
ma'am."

She leaned back in her chair, her arm
stretched over the back of it. She was dressed a little better this
morning. She wore overalls, but the shirt was a pretty yellow and
her hair was shining as though she'd just stepped out of the
shower. She must have used some fancy soap too, because she smelled
like a fresh flower garden.

Of course he wasn't looking at her like
a woman, really. Or even thinking along those lines. He couldn't
allow himself to get carried away with a situation that would only
be temporary. Besides, Hannah wasn't his type. There would be no
ties when he left. If he gauged her right, she felt the same. At
least she was a sensible woman.

He gobbled his food quickly.

"You're a good cook," he said when he
noticed her staring

"Have to be, to feed this
crew."

"How many you got?"

"Ten. They all worked for my father."
She added as though that made any difference to him.

"Maybe you ought to let a couple go, to
save a little." He suggested. "Don't need as many hands in the
winter..."

Something she didn't like, he quickly
realized when she bit her lower lip and frowned again.

"I think it's time we got a few things
straight around here." Her voice was laced with a bitter edge now,
as though the welcome wagon was no longer extended. Obviously she
was about to set him straight on just who ran this
place...her!

Rusty knew what was coming. He found
talking to her like a man. She even reacted like one. At least a
rancher.

"You fixing to put me in my place?" He
lowered his voice and leaned towards her.

"That's right. And the first thing is,
my hands stay. All of them. They've lived here for years. In the
winter, they all pitch in do what needs to be done, take little pay
and work as though they owned the place. They've been here all my
life, most of them, and I won't get rid of them. Not one. That's
already been decided, by me! Understood?"

"Understood. But I have a few
suggestions that in the long run would save you a little. If you
care about these hands, and they've been faithful workers for so
many years, you should consider giving them a small piece of the
land. As I hear it, you've got enough. That black woman with the
shotgun, I take it, she cooks for the bunch, you don't need
her...Not the way you cook."

"I beg your pardon." Now she was mad.
Her cheeks were pink and her eyes sparkling with a life of their
own. I certainly do need her. She's..." She stopped for a minute
obviously wondering how he knew what Josey did around
here.

"No ma'am. You cook well enough to
serve the men here. You could give them some land, and retire her
except on special occasions."

"I will not retire her. She's not a cow
to be pastured. She's human. She'd think she wasn't needed. No, I
won't do that. Josey is family. Besides, I don't have time to cook
for the men, I'm a rancher, in case you hadn't noticed. That means
I get out there with the best of them and put in a full day's
work."

Rusty shook his head. "I figured as
much." Rusty would take this subject up later. Maybe it was too
soon to offer advice. From the look on her face, she wasn't wanting
his opinions. Not yet, anyway. "Now," He adjusted his hat and eyed
her, "exactly where is my place?"

"This whole scheme was your brother's
and my brother's idea." She waited for him to nod. "Not mine. Nor
yours, I'm thinking. The only reason I'm vaguely considering it is
because I don't want to lose my home. It means too much to me. This
is my home, it's been my home all my life. No matter where I go,
this is still home. For more reasons than I want to go into. I
won't lose it. If you have the collateral I don't see why we don't
just go get the loan and you can be on your way. However, this
marriage scheme seems to be the way you are insuring the loan is
paid and you get something for your trouble. I respect and
understand that as a business woman. Since it will make you part
owner of the Double Bow Ranch."

Rusty wiped his mouth and sat back in
the chair for a minute to really give her a look. "I've got the
collateral, that's true enough. And that collateral you keep
referring to...is my future….my only future. A man doesn't just
give away his future without some insurance." He hesitated letting
that soak in for a minute. "But there's a problem. I don't know
you, lady. I don't know if I can trust you to do the right thing or
not. And I'm not turning my entire future over to a stranger to do
with as they please. If I'm gonna invest in this loan, I'll be a
part of it."

He let that bit of news hit her between
the eyes, as he continued. "I'm putting up State Champion Breeding
stock, that's my lifetime investment. I'm losing everything because
you need this loan. The way I see it, marriage is the only thing
that will compensate me for any of it. Sure, it will make me a part
owner, and rightfully so. But I can guarantee you it would be
better than a bank owning it. I work for what I get, and this ranch
would be no different."

"I appreciate your honesty. But you
have to see my point too." She frowned. "I don't take marriage
lightly."

Rusty studied her intently. "Look, once
we are married this ranch is half mine. Then the odds even out
some. We'll both have something to fight for. I'm a Travers, and
even though that might not mean much to you. We Travers fight for
what's ours. And we'll fight for it together." Rusty took in a long
breath, realizing he had just consented to his brother's crazy
scheme. "So you see you'll be gaining something else in this
bargain, a partner who will fight as hard and as long as needed to
see it succeed."

She seemed to study his words for a
moment, her expression growing more thoughtful, less angry. "I've
read about your breeding stock. Quite impressive." She hesitated
again and gazed into his eyes, the sincerity holding his attention.
"And...granted, you would be risking something of great value. Even
I realize that. If the positions were reversed I might feel the
same as you. It's just that getting married seems so
extreme."

She seemed to wait for his nod again.
It was slow in coming.

"Just so you know that I've made some
efforts on my own. I've applied for a loan. They turned me down the
first time, but I've asked for a reconsideration. Let's go into
town and see what they say before we jump the gun, okay?" She
suggested, putting her hat on her head and glancing at him to see
if he was through eating."Could be the matter will be settled for
us."

Rusty grabbed one more bite of biscuit
and nodded. But he had many dealings with banks and he knew she was
in for a big disappointment. Banks didn't deal with sentiments.
They dealt with cold hard cash. Still, he admired her grit. He'd
see her through this. Then be on his way. "I'm right behind
you."

He offered to drive her into town in
his truck, but she refused, insisting on her rattle trap of a Ford
pickup. It had no heat, no radio, and it was obviously a work
truck. It had certainly been banged around.

She didn't apologize for the chug holes
either, nor the lack of springs on the truck. He bounced all the
way to town, feeling more like the jeans in the dryer than a man
about to save a little gal from the big bad banker.

"You make a mean breakfast lady,
where'd you learn to cook?" Rusty wanted to take the edge off her
testiness.

"My daddy taught me a lot, and Josey
taught me some. I enjoy cooking when I have the time. If we do
manage to secure the loan, I will consider what you said about
Josey's retirement. Could be, she is waiting for something like
that. She deserves a retirement if anyone does. She's been working
here so long though, I'd have to use some tact on how I introduced
it to her. And giving her a small piece of land would really make
that retirement worthwhile. I wonder why I never thought of
it?"

He eyed her closely wondering why she
actually considered anything he had said so far. She didn't seem
the type to give in to anyone else's opinion so easily. Rusty
glanced at her sideways, trying to put all the pieces of the puzzle
together. Nothing seemed to fit with Hannah, though. She was a
surprise in every direction. Admitting he was right must have taken
some courage. The lady had grit.

As they pulled into town, she headed
straight for the bank, and never once looked back to see if he was
following her.

He was right behind her all the way,
swinging the bank door closed behind them.

Unlike Jennifer she didn't wait for him
to open the door for her, or act as though she thought about it.
She did for herself. In some ways he liked that, in other ways it
brought out the rebel in him, making him want to put her in her
place. If she had a place, that is!

But Hannah was no regular female. He'd
known that right from the beginning. She hadn't even changed
clothes to come to town. She was a rancher through and through and
all business.

A big burly man, with thick silver
hair, and ruddy complexion came out of the inner office and glanced
at her. His glance alone spoke volumes. For an instant his faced
flashed red, frustration lining his weathered brow. He was a closed
book, Rusty decided quickly. The man started to turn away after he
saw her, but she flagged him down. "Mr. Simmons, I've come about
the loan."

Mr. Simmons seemed to stop short, his
stature swelling with obvious frustration, he glanced at her again,
paused, sighed and then looked at Rusty, obviously trying to place
him and coming up blank.

"Step this way, won't you?"

Rusty could see the answer on the man's
face before she ever opened her mouth. He was not going to even
consider the loan. Like arguing with a wall. And for a brief
moment, Rusty wanted to argue her case for her. Just because she
was a woman didn't mean she didn't deserve some respect. Where he
came from, women got it whether they deserved it or not.

"I'm sorry, Miss O'Leary, but I can't
do it. I've put it before the board, and they all agree. Our hands
are tied. If you had collateral, more credit, something." He closed
the door behind them.

Rusty saw her back straighten, her nose
lift, and her anger rise. He saw her brow lifting with what could
only be called solid determination as she faced the man that
refused to argue her case.

Damn he liked her grit.

"Mr. Simmons," she said, getting right
up in his face, forcing the man to not only look straight at her,
but listen as well. "You know very well I helped put my brother
through dental school. Doesn't that speak for something?" Her voice
didn't quiver or shake. She was nearly as bull headed as himself
and darned if Rusty didn't like every inch of that. He knew it took
all her courage not to shout or cry. Her expression was hot, and
still very determined, as though she might actually win the battle
with this stubborn man. "I mean there was a time when a person's
reputation spoke for itself."

"It speaks highly of you, yes. And as
an individual yes. And I'll admit I admire you, admire your
tenacity, but that doesn't pay for loans."

Mr. Simmons seemed to sense her
retaliation before she spoke. He held up a hand. "Your father
didn't put his money in this bank. In any bank. He squandered it.
I'm afraid. I feel for you, truly, but there is nothing I can do.
We have policies we have to go by. Rules."

"Granted dad made some bad decisions.
But...he loved the place. His wife...my mother's buried there. He'd
never risk losing it..."

"It appears he did risk it!" The man
paused to give her a moment's consideration. Then he added,
sincerely. "I'm sorry. I've done all I can do." He was shaking his
head and doing his best to dismiss her, Rusty concluded with a
building anger himself.

"Can't you see I'm trying?" She didn't
hesitate to inform him. "Doesn't that say something for my
character? Use to a man's word was enough."

"Yes, that's very true. It was." The
man paused again to give her a slight smile. "But I'm afraid that
banks these days don't do business on character alone."

Rusty took this information in with
grim silence. The woman made money somewhere besides the ranch, and
he wondered exactly what she had done for a living. It made him see
how much he didn't know about her. However, there was quality in
Hannah that had to be admired. She was stubborn, hard to deal with,
and yet, she was willing to do almost anything for that ranch she
called home. He respected that. Admired it, understood it. And he
began to trust.

"It's sad, but maybe if you'd have
returned and checked on the money, you would have seen what he was
doing. Maybe you could go back to your job and pay for it, that
way."

"I couldn't do that." Hannah visibly
shuddered. "But I'll get the money."

He glanced at Rusty then her, "Well,
until you do there's nothing I can do. I've told you this already.
The subject is closed. You have till the fifteenth of next month.
After that, it's totally out of my hands."

Without a second thought Rusty stood up
and glared at the banker. "Well there's something I can
do."

Dammit, he had a little of Deke in him,
he reckoned for getting himself into something too deep. But he was
here now and he saw the problem and darned if he didn't half agree
with his brother. The girl had enough gumption to support her
father and her brother and no one seemed to be giving her any due
for it. It wasn't fair! Someone had to fight for the underdog, and
Hannah was definitely the underdog.

Hannah started to open her mouth, but
he raised his hand and looked at her. "The name's Rusty Travers and
I'm moving my account here, to your bank. I'm also engaged to this
lady, so mind how you talk to her."

"Engaged? Travers? Sounds a little
familiar but I'm not sure where I've heard of you. I don't see that
has anything to do with me."

"I'm sure you don't. But you will, sir,
you will." Rusty said and grabbed Hannah's arm and stalked out of
the building.

He was totally unaware of holding
Hannah's arm until they reached the truck. Why he had gotten so
riled he wasn't sure, but if business was done like this, no one
would have come west so many years ago.

He didn't notice the heat that seemed
to rise between them, nor the frown on her face when she realized
he had practically marched her out of the bank and onto the street.
He was too keyed up himself.

"Did you have to act like that?" She
spat, pulling away from him and starting for the driver's side of
the truck. He pushed past her and opened the door, then got in
himself.

She stared at him, "That's my
truck!"

"Yes ma'am, but I won't be bounced from
here to yonder again. Now get in." He demanded in no uncertain
terms.

She opened her mouth to protest, but
something in his expression stopped her.

Wise woman!

They rode in silence for a long spell
before he broke it. Then suddenly he pulled off to the side of the
road. He jerked the truck into park and turned to look at
her.

"Okay, let's talk."

He saw the frown, lined with
disappointment she had been hiding. It nearly broke his heart to
have to yell at a woman who'd been so wronged by a bank manager.
The cold hard facts about banking was that they dealt in money and
that's all there was to it.

"You need a loan, they won't give it to
you. I've got the collateral to get that loan. You're problems are
over Hannah."

Hannah seemed to consider his words. He
could tell it nagged at her to accept his help. He even understood
that kind of pride.

"Or just beginning." She glanced at him
hard.

"I know getting married to a total
stranger doesn't appeal to you any more than it does to me, but at
least this way, we both win." He questioned. "Now how much do you
owe?"

"$97,000 now, the same in six months."
She said.

Rusty whistled through his
teeth.

"Damn!" He countered, pushing his hat
back from his face.

"I guess, putting up your cattle is a
very hard thing to do. It certainly would be for me. No, if it were
me, I'm not sure I'd do it." She stilled a moment. "If you want to
pull out of this whole deal, I'll understand." She
countered.

"I've got A1 credit, stocks,
bonds..."

She shook her head and turned to look
away, as though her pride needed a readjustment. "Look, I
appreciate what you are saying. Really, I do. But unless you use
the collateral you have, it just won't hold water. But I think
getting married is going just a little too far. Don't
you?"

For some unknown reason, Rusty reached
across and pulled her chin around, just in time to see one tear
fall against a cheek that was surprisingly soft. He cleared his
throat and backed away again, removing his fingers from her chin,
that quivered. This woman's behavior had him rattled. She was soft
one moment and hard as nails the next.

"You just want to give up, then?" He
asked gruffly.

She hesitated.

He didn't see this woman giving up
anything. She was a fighter, he could feel it.

"No...but I don't see—"

"We'll get married, I'll hang around
long enough to make sure things are going okay… A lot of things can
go wrong on a ranch, Hannah. I'm sure you know that as well as I
do. Things you can't control. Bad weather, unhealthy stock, freak
disasters. I'm not just marrying you for half the ranch. I have a
home to go to. But putting up my stock means getting involved and
if I get involved, I want to stick around and make sure everything
is going to be okay, too. With two of us trying it will make things
easier. I'll have as much to lose or more than you, this way.
Besides, I'm really not the bad guy here." Rusty stated, gripping
the steering wheel tighter. "I've got the good credit, the
collateral, and by golly they will listen up when we are married.
Think of the marriage as insurance. With my name your credit will
improve and you'll be able to save further disasters down the road.
When I'm long gone. You may not know me, like me, or think much of
me, but once we are married you will be a Travers, and by golly
that's a name to be proud of."

Again she was silent. He felt her
resistance and wondered why she was so against marriage. Had
someone hurt her? Did she love that Burt fella. None of the answers
he conjured made him feel any better.

"Deal?" he asked when she said no
more.

"Deal." she let out a long held breath.
"But," she hesitated and stared him down again. "I hope you realize
that this isn't going to be a real marriage. I mean, I'm
not..."

"You're setting the terms for that one,
lady," he smiled as he started the truck again and headed for her
ranch. "The way I see it, that's the least of our worries right
now."

 


 



CHAPTER FOUR

 


They were nearly home when a strange
looking dog ran out in front of the truck and Rusty slammed on the
brakes. The dog had been limping, and now lay panting against the
cold and lonely stretch of highway.

Rusty got out, slammed his door and
went to check on it. Hannah followed him.

"Is he dying?" she asked in a suddenly
choked voice.

Rusty raised up and looked into big
pools of tearful eyes. He couldn't quite believe this woman
sometimes. Hard as nails, most of the time. He guessed she really
did have ranching in the blood.

From the time he was a little scamp he
knew that animals were important to maintaining a ranch, all
animals. But his love of dogs had been different, he never saw them
as working animals, only as pets.

He shook his head, and turned back to
the dog, not wanting her to see the admiration in his face. It
wouldn't do for her to think he liked her. So he bent to the task
of taking care of the dog.

The dog whimpered when Rusty picked him
up and placed him in the back of the truck.

Hannah didn't say a word, just got into
the truck and waited.

"Where's the closest vet?" He cast her
a curious glance.

"Couple of miles down the road on the
right. Doc Ferguson usually takes care of my stock."

"Good, just point the way," Rusty said
pulling back onto the highway and chancing a look at the distress
on Hannah's face.

She held her tears well, but she was
shaking and he knew she was about to fall apart on him. Just what
he needed. Who'd have thought his hard hearted Hannah would deep
down have a heart of mush?

He drove a little faster.

The vet was busy, but when they pulled
up with such speed into the drive he ran out to check on them.
Rusty eyed the man closely, a short, heavyset man in his fifties
with a somber face and a gentle look about him.

"Got a hurt dog, here," Rusty
explained.

"A dog you say?" The doc didn't waste
any time as Rusty led him to him.

Hannah hung onto the truck bed and
stared at the bleeding animal.

"Your dog, Hannah?" the doc asked as he
meticulously handled the animal with care.

"No, he was crossing the
road."

"Haven't seen this one around. You
gonna take care of his bill?" the doc asked Rusty over his thin
rimmed glasses.

Rusty nodded.

An hour later the dog was patched.
Rusty put him back in the truck and continued on as though nothing
had happened. Only something had. Hannah hadn't said a word during
that hour. It was as though she'd been holding her
breath.

When they reached the ranch Rusty made
a bed for the dog in the barn and Hannah carried food scraps and
water to him. She tried to act as though the dog's affectionate
licks weren't appreciated, but Rusty saw the gleam in her
eyes.

"Gonna keep him?" Rusty asked eyeing
her closely.

"I don't know," Hannah answered, as she
cradled the dog's head. "You paid his bill. The way I see it, he's
yours."

Rusty considered her words. "Okay, but
he'll have to stay here, at your ranch."

He noticed that calling it 'her' ranch
lifted her shoulders some and made her almost smile again. "I
guess, for a while, is alright. His owner might show up. If he has
an owner. He's a real mutt." She absently scratched behind the
dog's ears, and the dog's tail began to thump.

"Mutt's make the best pets," Rusty
laughed.

"Pet?"

"Sure, haven't you had a pet before?"
He teased.

"No." Hannah's face pinked. "I
mean...not really a pet."

"Why not?"

"Animals are for work on a ranch, not
for pets." Hannah explained. "My dad taught me a long time ago
there wasn't room on a ranch for pets. Attachments like that just
lead to heartache."

"Well, we got ourselves a pet now." He
thought about what she said and added, "Besides, sometimes life is
worth a few heartaches."

Hannah smiled again, and Rusty found
himself warming to that smile for he knew it was
sincere.

He pulled her up, and for a split
second their eyes met and held. Some strange feeling flushed
through Rusty, but he scoffed at it. It was only compassion...not
passion.

He was about to talk to her about the
wedding arrangements, when Burt walked up and she turned all her
attention to him and the problems he'd brought to her. It seemed to
Rusty as though this Burt fella was around a lot, and always with
one problem or another.

Rusty felt a pang of regret. For a
minute there, he thought he might take a real liking to Hannah. But
that wasn't good thinking. No use getting his emotions involved.
This would only be a marriage in name. No use even thinking in any
other direction. Besides, he knew he'd be measuring her against
Jennifer, and frankly the two were not in the same
league.

It dawned on him that maybe Burt could
help her and he could be on his way. However, she would never be
happy with another ranch, that was a done deal. So good ole Burt
was gonna have to share his "woman".

Rusty wandered about the ranch most of
the day, meeting the boys in the bunkhouse, getting used to the lay
of the land. Jose was the oldest and seemed almost eager to show
him about and introduce him. Then he met was Cully, Slim and Pete,
all veteran ranch hands, and seemed to identify with him
immediately. A couple of younger wranglers kept to themselves. Then
there were several Mexican hands that Jose had brought to the ranch
from the old country. And one big black man. He was bigger than
most of them put together, and obviously married to
Josey.

He met Josey on several occasions as
she went back and forth between the ranch house and the bunk house.
Rusty noted the way Josey seemed to "Mama" Hannah, and eye him
suspiciously. If he could gain her trust, Hannah might start
listening to him.

"You don't look like you trust me,
Josey." Rusty remarked when she stood staring at him from the
screen door of the ranch house the next morning.

"Not yet, I don't. I'll have my eye on
you, and you better treat Miss Hannah right, or you'll have me to
answer to, understand?"

"Yes, ma'am." Rusty tipped his hat to
the woman and headed out to the pasture. It was a cold gray
morning, the kind that made a man want to stay in bed and snuggle
into the covers. But those days were gone. He was a man now and
responsibilities had him facing the world head on. Even
Hannah.

It seemed Josey was hanging about a
lot. He was sure Hannah was reluctant to be alone with him, and
Josey knew it. Maybe in Hannah's shoes, he'd feel the same
way.

As evening grew near and he found
himself restless and displaced. He'd managed a full day's work,
what with feeding the bulls and poor stock, and checking the
watering holes for ice. Jose and Cully riding along side him most
of the day, pointing out the lay of the land. He didn't belong here
even though the boys in the bunkhouse did everything to make him
feel at home. They soon recognized he was an experienced rancher.
Rusty thought about the men and how most of them seemed to respond
to his light instructions upon one or two occasions throughout the
day. No one balked. One thing a real cowboy recognized was
experience. And Rusty was full of experience, thanks to
Deke.

The next day was the same. He broke
sweat that day even though the temperature only climbed to the low
30's, wrangling strays out of brambles, mustering the cattle
together, and checking fence lines. He missed the trees, there just
weren't many here and what little there were seem
scrawny.

Rusty knew he hadn't been completely
accepted yet. He wondered if Burt had anything to do with that. It
was obvious that Rusty had taken Burt's position, a fact that Burt
didn't cotton to. Not that Rusty blamed the man entirely, but if he
really cared so much for Hannah surely he'd see it was for her own
good.

"Supper's ready," Hannah said in a
husky voice as she found him in the barn a few evenings later. He'd
been taking his meals in the bunkhouse and waiting till Hannah
retired to go in the house. This day was especially cold and Rusty
hankered for home and hearth. He was in the middle of feeling sorry
for himself, cleaning a stall as the evening dust
settled.

He'd never been homesick in his life,
till now. But the feeling of not really belonging ate at
him.

"Thanks, I'm a little hungry," he
grinned, surprised to know he was actually invited to the ranch
house to eat. He didn't mind eating in the bunkhouse, Josey was a
great cook, but with Burt's ever prying eyes pinned on him most of
the time, he didn't look forward to it. Usually Cully and Jose
would get him involved in a poker game but he wasn't in the mood
this evening.

"You've done a full day's work." She
smiled again, and damned if Rusty's inside's didn't heat up. Whoa
boy, this one wasn't his type and there was no reason to even think
along those lines.

They walked in silence to the house.
Rusty pondered that quick flash of reaction. Then doused it, as
just a tired cowboy, lonesome for home.

It startled him to find no one at the
table but himself and her. He wondered if she ate alone every
night. Not even Josey joined her. He wondered at that. Hannah was
such a puzzle, not like any woman he'd known. Of course the only
woman he'd really known much of was Jennifer and she was not
solitary in anything she did.

"Hope you like Chicken Fried Steak and
gravy." She said serving him moments later as though it were a
natural thing to do.

"Yes ma'am. I was just wondering why
Ms. Josey doesn't join you in the evenings."

"Josey lives in a small house down by
the creek. It used to be a line shack, but we don't use it
anymore."

"I see."

Rusty marveled at how Hannah had worked
right along side him most of the day, not once counter-minding his
orders, and now, she had fixed supper for him. The woman was a
worker, and a mystery.

"This sure looks good." Rusty licked
his lips and glanced at the Texas size steak and smooth cream gravy
she served up.

She seemed to note the action and
blushed. Either Hannah didn't get many compliments, or she was
downright shy about them, Rusty decided. Well, she'd get a few from
him, if this kind of cooking continued. One thing any cowboy
appreciated was a good meal.

She'd combed her hair, but she still
wore the old clothes and he couldn't keep his mouth closed about
it. Most of the females he knew were constantly primping, so what
was her problem? Even if they didn't wear dresses, most of them
wore tight fitting jeans, and well fitted t-shirts. Not Hannah
though.

She noticed the way he kept staring at
her attire and reddened, then hastened to explain. "I'm a rancher,
we don't have time for frills around here."

"Yes ma'am." Minutes passed without a
word of conversation between them. Then he opened his mouth and put
his foot in it.

"But you do dress up on occasion I take
it." He didn't look at her.

She glanced down at herself and
shrugged. She didn't even look at him when she spoke. "Not very
often. This is a working ranch, Mr. Travers, not a dude ranch. And
what I wear has nothing to do with you."

"Call me Rusty, ma'am, and yes ma'am, I
can see that. Guess I'm just not used to too many ranching
women."

Still even his sister-in-laws wore
dresses every now and then.

He wondered if she'd even wear a dress
when they were married.

That thought woke him up. What was he
doing wondering about her state of dress? She was nothing to him.
It didn't matter if she wanted to wear overalls to her wedding, he
wouldn't say a word. This was not going to be a match made in
heaven and he knew better than to go there. But the curiosity that
her clothes caused him great distress made him uncomfortable. It
was just a little hard thinking of her as a cowboy and not a woman.
After all, she had beautiful hands and fingernails, always clean
and polished. She had the fullest, deepest pink lips he had ever
seen, and his imagination wandered there too often to
count.

"I think we should talk about the
wedding, don't you?" He asked as he finished off the steak and
potatoes with a satisfied sigh. He wasn't in any more a mood to
talk about the wedding than she but once things were settled maybe
they could both relax a little.

"I guess so—"

Enthusiastic she wasn't!

"Have you ever been married?" he asked
as casually as he could.

"No!" she answered harshly. Then cast
him a frown. "Have you?"

"Nope."

He cleared his throat wondering how he
was gonna have this conversation without making her just a tad mad.
The lady wasn't in the market for a husband, that was for sure.
That suited him fine, except...most women considered him a pretty
good catch. Most women—not Hannah.

"This being your first time and all, do
you want a wedding or..."

"No..." she protested vehemently. She
stood up from the table and paced a little, trying to find
something to busy herself with. She was more than a little
uncomfortable with this conversation and he wished he hadn't
started it. But he had. "I'd say a quick Justice of the Peace
should do just fine, how about you?"

Justice of the Peace, his mind yelled
back at him! Dang it! He didn't like it. Now that he thought of it.
Not one Travers had ever been married by anything less than a full
fledged preacher and he suddenly felt cheated. A judge just wasn't
the same. It seemed unholy. It seemed sacrilegious. Didn't she want
a wedding, with her neighbors around, and a pretty white
dress.

Then something hit him that made his
insides hot. Was she a virgin? From the looks of her, he'd guess
she was. What man would court her, looking like she did? Not so
much her, but the clothes. A cold approach to their wedding was so
unexpected, he wasn't so sure. Maybe she wasn't. Maybe she was
...

He had to stop thinking about things
like that. Where had it come from? Jennifer was the only girl he'd
ever cared about that way and he wasn't about to go thinking about
Hannah romantically.

She'd set the rules, he'd
abide.

"I'd prefer a preacher." he heard
himself say. He could have ripped his own tongue out. What had
gotten into him? She was completely right about this, very
practical. Just what he should be appreciating about her. But he
wasn't. So what had gotten into him?

"A preacher?" she said indignantly, as
she leaned against the counter, folding her arms over her breast, a
frown lining her face.

She stammered, and stuttered and
flounced about the room like a wild animal one minute, then would
stop and stare at him the next. "Next thing you know, you'll want a
full fledged wedding."

"Something wrong with that?" He heard
himself ask. "We've got to be believed. Even though this is a
marriage in name only, we've got to convince the community we are
in love and want this marriage. Hannah quit thinking of this as
some kind of trap. This is business. This ranch isn't going to save
itself. You are going to have to turn a profit to stand on your
feet. I'm going to help you do just that. But it will take time and
lots of hard work."

"I'm not afraid of hard work. But it's
a little hard to separate business and marriage though." she
gasped. "You can't be serious. Where in the world did love come
from, this has nothing to do with love. You're here to help me save
this ranch, and that's all you're here for, got it? And if you
think we can fool everyone, you're crazy. I've lived here all my
life. People know me."

"I got it. But I damned sure am,
serious." He fired right back at her. "That banker gets the idea
that I'm here today and gone tomorrow, you won't get that credit,
no matter what. We can't just get married one day and annul it the
next. He's no dummy. It's all a game, Hannah. You have to play the
game if you want the credit. They have to think of us as an
outstanding couple in the community, someone that's gonna be here
tomorrow. If he suspicions I'm just here to get that loan for you
and won't be sticking around, he won't give it to us. He'll still
consider you a risk. If he sees that I'm half owner he's gonna
respect that and expect me to be here to see it is taken care of.
Which is only right."

"I don't care what he thinks, what
anyone thinks. Once you put the stock up, how can they possibly
refuse us the loan?"

"They won't refuse it. That's not the
entire picture Hannah. Getting the loan is the first step, but it
doesn't solve all the problems. Even with a new loan, the money has
to be paid on time. Whether there's a drought and we lose cattle,
whether we get sick and can't take care of the place. All kinds of
things happen. That's why I'm here. You aren't gonna lose this
place if I can help it. The odds are better if two of us are
running things around here. You've got good hands Hannah, but they
don't run the place. There isn't a one of them that is a leader.
Not even good ole Burt."

"Well...maybe..."

"And oh yes you do care. You don't want
a wedding because it isn't gonna be a real marriage. That means you
do care. And you want that loan approved, more than anything I'm
guessing or you wouldn't be agreeing to this...wedding."

She stared at him in disbelief. As
though he had two heads. As though what he said made her angry. Why
was she angry. Most girls would insist on a wedding. What was wrong
with her. Especially if she'd never...

There he went again, thinking about
things he shouldn't be thinking about.

"We aren't in love and no one's going
to believe we are—"

"Don't be so sure. All brides are
bashful...at first. Naturally, I can't just marry you. That would
be too obvious. I can't just pop up out of nowhere, and get the
loan taken care of. We have to do this right. So we'll allow some
time, for a courtship. We told the banker we were engaged. That's
enough for now. But we'll be married before the fifteenth of next
month and we'll get that credit. You wait and see. People will say,
'There goes Hannah's man.'"

"What are you talking
about...courtship?"

"A courtship."

She looked at him dumbfounded then
broke out in a laugh. "That's the most ridiculous thing I've ever
heard."

"No—it isn't. Clint courted Abby right
back into his life. Besides, it makes sense. I can't just pop up
out of nowhere and suddenly claim you. Everyone would wonder where
I came from and when I was leaving. We need to give it time. I got
the time if you do. We have to do this right Hannah or there's no
use doing it at all. That banker wants collateral. I've got it.
Even though you don't cotton to marrying me, if I do, I'll have a
greater interest in the ranch myself. I'll have more of a reason to
make sure those payments are made on time…"

"Well I don't have time for games. And
who is Clint and Abby?"

"We've got to take this seriously if we
want others to believe us. And Clint is my brother, one of them.
Abby was our neighbor. Now she's Clint's wife. Look, I know you
don't particularly cotton to me, but we've got to convince some of
the people around here that we're in love and gonna get married.
That way, they won't suspect it's a ploy to obtain the loan. And
when the time comes, you can just say I left you for another
woman."

"Left me for another woman?" She reeled
on him now, as though that were an important issue. Now he'd set
her off, and he didn't have any idea what he'd said to do
it.

"Sounds reasonable to me." He
defended.

"Well it doesn't to me. Everyone would
be feeling sorry for me, pitying me. No—no way. You forget, I have
to live here after you are gone. I won't have it."

"Okay, then maybe it'll be the other
way around." He smiled at her.

She glared at him. "What other way
around?"

"You'll throw me out, for—good, old,
Burt."

"For good old Burt?" Her expression
grew puzzled, then she frowned at him again.

"Well, I assumed you were sorta—sweet
on the fella." He began, not knowing where this would take him and
wishing he hadn't started this particular conversation.

"I'm not sweet on anyone! Good grief
Burt's old enough to be my father..." She practically barked at
him.

He smiled to himself, at least she saw
that much.

"And that won't work either. Everyone
would hate me, and think me an adulteress. I won't have it! I just
won't have it. It's easy for you. You won't have to live here
afterwards." Her lips thinned with anger.

"Well, you got any better ideas?" His
curt tone lashed at her.

Hannah was silent again for a moment.
Then as tough it finally occurred to her she nodded. "We just say
it didn't work out. We got two ranches, you wanted to go home, I
didn't want to go with you, and leave them to draw their own
conclusions. We could call it a separation at first, then as time
goes on a divorce."

The word divorce hung in Rusty's crawl.
He didn't like the sound of that cold, and unfeeling
word.

"Okay...sounds reasonable." He amended
not wanting to rile her any further. It was getting them nowhere to
fight over something that would mean absolutely nothing to her
anyway.

She stared at him hard and long, and
then something gave within her. As though she had made her mind up
to co-operate to some degree.

"Okay, I'll go along with the wedding,
against my better judgment. I'll even go along with the preacher.
But that's all the bending I'm gonna do." She flushed miserably, as
though it pained her to give in.

"Fair enough," Rusty said letting out a
long audible breath then he stood up from the table. He liked the
fact that she had sense enough to know when to stop fighting. "Now,
let's get these dishes washed."

She looked at him queerly. "You wash
dishes?"

"Yes ma'am. I was taught to clean up
after myself." He answered with a smile and a wink.

 


*****

 


Hannah scrubbed each dish a long time.
She needed this time to sort out what she'd agreed to.

Why had she let him woo her into a
wedding. Probably because he had used a cool impersonal tone in his
voice. Detachment. But still, a wedding meant dressing up and
acting as though she cared about this cowboy. No one that knew her
would believe it for a minute. Would they? Of course she hadn't
been close to any of her neighbors for years now and they really
didn't know her as well as she made him believe.

Her courage and determination to keep
this ranch had brought her to this!

She glanced at him out of the corner of
her eye and fretted. He was too handsome, too sure of himself.
Normally she wouldn't like this kind of man. But he did have a few
redeeming qualities that she couldn't dismiss. He demanded respect,
he was a gentleman, and he seemed to share her love of animals, and
he was a helluva cowboy. She couldn't fault him for any of these
things. Still, she couldn't weaken around him either. He'd hurt
her, break her heart and she knew it.

She had to keep herself in check at all
times around Rusty Travers, he was simply too dangerous to her
heart. She'd already set the rules, she had to abide by
them.

When the dishes were done, they went to
check on the dog. He seemed to be resting comfortably. He whined
when Hannah scratched behind his ears, and licked her hands.
Despite her hard reserve, her heart seemed to turn to mush around
this little mutt.

Walking back to the ranch house Rusty
put his arm around her and they chatted in a very friendly way. If
he'd been the least bit flirty, she probably would have moved away,
but he kept it casual and friendly.

"What should we call him?" Rusty
asked.

"Who?"

"The dog."

"Oh...I don't know. You pick a name,
it's your dog."

"Okay, how about Jugs."

"Jugs?" She looked at him with a slight
frown.

"You don't like it?"

"I was thinking about Pepper. You know,
he's got those black spots all over him."

"Pepper...okay, Pepper it
is."

That settled, it seemed they might be
getting along until he mentioned the date.

"Date?"

"Little darlin'," he stopped, stared
down into her frowning face and smiled. "We have to figure out when
we're going to tie the knot. It'll be one of those whirlwind
courtships. Just let me handle this part of it, okay. We'll have
dinner in town a couple of times, so people see us together. Might
even take in a Sunday service or two. And I'd say the sooner the
better wouldn't you?"

No, she wouldn't. She wasn't sure she
made the right decision and she wanted to back out. How had he
gotten control of the whole event? But she knew she was in trouble.
Especially when he smiled at her. It did strange things to her
insides. Things she didn't want to deal with or
acknowledge.

"My name is Hannah," she said
huskily.

"I know." He answered just as huskily
as they stood on the porch facing one another. All kidding aside,
the air thickened with a new tension. How had they turned a
perfectly normal conversation into this new friction between them.
The air sizzled. Crackled even!

"Not Little Darlin'." she said almost
breathlessly, forcing herself to think about anything but being
close to this man. It was impossible. Why did the air seem so full
of him.

His glance slid to her
mouth.

Her palms began to sweat. It wasn't
going to happen. It couldn't...but—

"Humor me, engaged couples often call
each other pet names. I wouldn't be offended if you called me
something sweet." His mouth twitched.

"I'd like to call you something, but it
wouldn't be sweet," she murmured.

"Now Little Darlin', we can't fight all
the time." He was inches from her now.

Damn him for smiling. Didn't he know he
was a charmer when he smiled. She didn't want to be charmed.
Especially by a cowboy that was going to be leaving
soon.

"It kinda fits," he said coming closer
and bending slightly to see into her face.

Their eyes met and locked. His glance
was gentle and contemplative. Her world seemed to rock on its
heels. As though someone had punched her in the stomach and told
her not to breathe.

"I'm not your Little Darlin'. Your
anything. Do you understand?" Why did her voice falter, and almost
hitch when she looked into those all seeing blue eyes?

She was nearly nose to nose with him
now. Too close, her heart warned. The air seemed to expel between
them. Heat radiated like a brilliant sun shining between them. Yet
the moonlight twinkled in his gaze.

It was in that briefest of moments,
when he sighed with such exasperation just before he brought her
closer and kissed her softly on the mouth. As though he really
didn't plan on doing it, thought better of it, but couldn't quite
prevent it.

She gasped as he pulled away and her
intentional dismay turned to mush when he covered her mouth fully
with his own. Again!

And to her own embarrassment, she
wrapped her arms around his neck and hung on for the
ride.

She was astounded at his mastery of the
kiss. She was drowning, she was sure of it. Being pulled purposely
under by some force greater than her own will. Never had her senses
been shattered by a mere kiss.

Playing with fire, that's what she was
doing. Not water, fire, she repeated in her head. Tiny sparks of
wildfire shot through her as he deepened the kiss and she
mindlessly pulled him closer and added her own fuel to the fire.
Her mind ordered her to struggle, but he made her forget that order
.He made her squash it in the back of her mind, stow it for later.
He made her swoon instead. He made her come alive, like a lifeless
puppet suddenly brought to awe-stirring life. He awakened the
hunger for love she had long ago stifled. And made her want more,
so much more.

She'd been kissed before, her mind swam
in a hopeless, mindless swirl—but never so thoroughly. Never as
though her lips belonged to his. It seemed oddly as though when he
touched her, she had been branded. A Travers brand. She had no
will, no good sense...

A coyote howled in the distance and he
slowly pulled away. His eyes sparkled in the moonlight. "Yeah," his
voice was like a whisper. "I think Little Darlin' fits just
fine."

She was sure she was red to the toes,
but thankfully he couldn't see that. To think she had returned his
kiss so blatantly!

She needed to say something, anything,
but her voice escaped her for the moment.

He smiled. "Night, Little
Darlin'."

 


 


*****

 


So the little ice maiden wasn't so icy
after all? That kiss had floored him. He wasn't prepared to deal
with its effects. Not just yet anyway. And certainly not with
her!

What was wrong with him? He'd been in
love with Jennifer so long, and now in a matter of days he was
being pulled into some sort of magnetism he couldn't understand,
with a woman he certainly couldn't read.

But for some reason he felt merry and
light hearted and wanted to run and shout. Instead he whistled an
old Spanish tune he'd heard in the bunkhouse a time or two. His
heart suddenly knew something his head wasn't reading.

He had to admit, she puzzled him. She
looked like a little clown in those baggy clothes. She acted like a
horse's ass most of the time. But the woman could definitely
kiss!

And better than Jennifer
too!

 


 


 



CHAPTER FIVE

 


The first date went reasonably easy,
Hannah reflected as she combed her hair and then crammed the hat on
her head. Dear God who would have ever thought she'd be dating a
man these days. But then, it wasn't for real, so maybe it didn't
count, she reasoned.

Rusty had taken her into Pecos, the
nearest town, to the best little restaurant and ordered steaks. The
waitress was surprised to see her and seemed anxious to get to know
Rusty too. Curiosity always lurked in small towns. But Hannah
hadn't given it that much thought. Even though she'd graduated here
in Pecos, she hadn't been a regular visitor to town in
years.

She'd donned a pair of new Levi's, and
a pink sweater that was anything but revealing. She wore her hair
down and without the hat, and Rusty seemed surprised and
pleased.

She hadn't worn tight jeans like most
women her age. Her wardrobe was overly modest and she preferred to
keep it that way. She knew from working Vegas that the more a girl
advertised the more the men took the bait, and she didn't want any
more kisses from Rusty. At least that's what she told herself a
dozen times a day. So why was her brain fastened on that kiss on
the porch. Why couldn't she get it off her mind? And exactly how
would she manage to avoid them since he seemed determined to
convince the entire population of Texas that they were in
love.

During dinner he'd talked about his
place. From the way he spoke of his family, she knew he was close
to them and it hit home hard. She wanted to be close to her brother
Jimmy too, but it was miles that separated them, and his life was a
busy one too, now that he had a practice.

Rusty was more than eager to meet her
friends and introduce himself as her "man". The thought seemed
silly. Her "man". She could just hear her friends now, "Hannah has
a man."

She didn't need a man. Since Vic
Trusdale had been caught in her girlfriend's bed, she had quickly
decided that men were a commodity she could do without. How she had
ever let herself in for such a fall she didn't know. But she vowed
to never let it happen again. No man would make an idiot out of her
again.

She hadn't analyzed how she felt about
Vic lately, but at the time she was sure she had loved him. A
sucker, that's what she had been. Well, no more.

She had to admit though, when Rusty
brought her home, with no goodnight kiss, she was disappointed.
After all, kissing Rusty was a totally new experience and she
needed to know more about him, about what made him tick. At least
that's what she told herself. That's how she explained it to
herself as she tried desperately not to show her
disappointment.

 


 


*****

 


She was in the middle of going to town
for some much needed supplies the next day when Pepper ran out to
greet her. The dog happily wagged his tail and nudged his head at
her legs until she reached down to pet him. Seeing his instant
affection she laughed and played with him for a few
minutes.

She couldn't stop the giggle bursting
forth when he jumped on her leg and licked at her hands and
face.

"You really are just a big pet, aren't
you?" She laughed and took his head into her hands and scratched
behind his ears. He whined and licked her cheek. She laughed,
delighted with the dog's affectionate greeting.

Then Burt rode up. "Never thought I'd
see the day when you'd be sportin' a pet."

Hannah whipped about and Pepper ran
off, barking at Burt's obvious interruption. "He's not my
pet."

"Shore does act like he is." Burt spit
his tobacco in the opposite direction.

"He belongs to Mr. Travers," she said
in a clipped voice. Annoyed that Burt was so hostile about
everything that concerned Rusty, she tried to change the subject,
but Burt wouldn't let her.

"Kissin' a man usually entitles you to
a first name, now don't it." Burt said low and with a hint of
anger.

Hannah glanced up at him and saw the
reprimand in his eyes. It shocked her. Burt had no right making
remarks like that.

So he'd seen them the other night on
the porch. Or had he been watching them? A slow creeping feeling
ran up her spine as she tossed him a quick frown. The fact that
he'd actually spied on her made her angry.

"You're right, it's Rusty's
dog."

She reached up to pet his horse on his
forehead.

"Want me to go with you into town?"
Burt asked eyeing her keenly.

"No," she answered curtly. Then
realizing she was short with him, she softened her voice, "I'm not
getting that much." Hannah was accustomed to inviting Burt to go
into town with her, but she didn't like his tone of voice and
quickly decided against it. She didn't like him spying on her
either. In fact, Burt was annoying her no end since Rusty came here
and she'd had about all she could take. She realized she would have
to deal with Burt somehow, but she didn't know exactly how to
handle the situation yet.

Naturally, she couldn't fire Burt.
Especially over something like this, but she would have to put Burt
in his place soon, if he didn't stop getting into her
business.

Burt frowned down at her, not bothering
to hide his feelings. "I saw you goin' out with him last night.
How'd it go?"

"Fine, Burt. Now I better go so I can
get back before dark. Did you move the herd to the south
pasture?"

Burt studied her face a moment, then
with a brooding frown he nodded. "Sure I did."

"Good, see you later, then."

"You don't have to do this, you know?"
He offered, coming closer so the horse nuzzled her
cheek.

She glanced up at him and squinted in
the noon day sun. "Yes I do, Burt. Yes I do."

He tipped his hat and left, as though
someone had put a burr under his saddle. It was easy to see Burt
wasn't happy with her decision, but it was her decision. He'd have
to learn to live with it. She was.

Rusty had seen the exchange from the
coral but he said nothing. A good thing. She didn't want to talk
about Burt. He was becoming harder to handle and she just didn't
want to talk about their relationship or lack of one with anyone
right now. Rusty Travers had agreed to help her save this ranch,
and despite her personal opinion of him, which she was no longer
sure about, she appreciated his open honesty. She wanted to get
this ranch paid for and have Rusty Travers go home, so things could
get back to normal. Whatever normal had been.

But then normal didn't appeal to her
either. Not now. Rusty Travers had somehow changed that too. She
couldn't remember what a normal day was like anymore. She'd never
worked along side a man like Rusty before. A man as used to giving
orders as taking.

When she returned from town, Rusty was
fixing supper in her kitchen. Josey wasn't in sight and Hannah
couldn't stop herself from gaping.

"I didn't know you cooked too," she
laughed as she brought two bags of groceries inside and placed them
on the counter.

"Yes ma'am. And wait till you taste my
chili." He smiled with amusement. He glanced at her bags and then
her. His glance slid over her with silent appreciation. "Anymore
outside?"

"No, this is it." Her cheeks colored
from his quick assessment.

She put the groceries up then leaned
against the counter and watched him. He seemed to know what he was
doing and it was refreshing to have a man wait on her. A very new
experience.

But when he brought a sample of his
culinary arts to her mouth with a wooden spoon, she went white then
red. It seemed so intimate the way he touched her lips with the
spoon. She was filled with an excitement she couldn't explain. Boy,
was her imagination wandering these days. It wasn't like the Roman
Gods feeding each other grapes, for heaven's sake. This was a
ranch, and the food was chili. She had to quit attaching romance to
such trivial things and Rusty Travers.

"Come on now. You gotta taste it and
tell me if I left anything out." He encouraged dabbing her bottom
lip with the spoon.

Hannah didn't taste a thing, but took
it into her mouth and swallowed.

Then her eyes watered and she gasped.
"Water." She choked.

Rusty quickly filled a glass and handed
it to her. "Too hot, huh?"

"A little," she choked again, this time
coughing hard.

He patted her on the back and she
pinked again. His mere touch sent quivers of delight up her spine.
She tried to act unaffected, but knew she hadn't succeeded by the
devilish look in his eyes.

Thinking she was still on fire, he took
her in his arms and consoled her a bit, "Hey Little Darlin' I
didn't mean to knock your socks off."

She heard the rapid thump of his heart,
smelled the intoxicating odor of a man who'd worked up a sweat, and
felt an immediate heat growing between them. She wanted to pull
away, but she looked up at him and then it happened again. He
kissed her!

Damn! The chili was forgotten. All that
seemed important at the moment was this warm, inviting kiss that
went on forever. This time was no different, her hands stole up and
around his neck to pull him closer as she sighed into his arms. As
though she needed this kiss to steady her.

That was silly, of course she didn't
need his kisses, her mind corrected, but his soft massaging lips
sent her sense of reason way beyond the kitchen. He conjured up
pictures of ecstasy in her mind, that were no where near a
kitchen.

Their bodies seemed to melt into each
other, as his arms went around her waist. She had the greatest urge
to curl a leg around his, but at the moment, she couldn't move, she
was sure she was nothing more than a pool of hot butter. After all,
she hadn't been thinking at all, just reacting.

His tongue gently flicked against her
lips and he tasted the remnants of chili on her mouth. He licked
his lips, slowly. Her eyes followed his actions and he kissed her
again, this time she opened her mouth to his. The kiss went on
forever, their tongues exploring shyly at first, then urgently,
till both of them were breathless and panting when they pulled
away.

Hannah turned away just as Burt came
through the kitchen door. She needed time to assimilate what was
happening to her. Time to catch her breath and come down to earth,
if the earth was still there.

Burt didn't hide his displeasure, he
seemed to recognize he'd interrupted, but he didn't apologize.
Instead, he frowned at her and went back out. Slamming the
door.

"I guess ole Burt didn't like what he
saw." Rusty chuckled.

Hannah grew red and angry. She was
furious at her own vulnerability to this man. Mad at herself more
than him. "Next time we better have a bigger audience than Burt
when you do that."

Next time, was she completely insane?
There shouldn't be a next time. Ever! A few more kisses like that
and she be hauling him into the bedroom herself. No sir, she didn't
need or want his kisses. Did she?

"Yes, ma'am." Rusty's relaxed smile
told her he was much more composed after that kiss than she, and
she could be in big trouble if she let it get out of
hand.

They ate the chili in guarded silence.
Perhaps he had some reservations as to how far he carried the kiss.
He certainly should. And she had reservations about her own
actions.

In truth Hannah couldn't lay all the
blame on Rusty for that kiss. She'd wanted it as much as he did.
She could have pulled free and slapped his face. But for some
reason, beyond her own knowledge, she wanted him to kiss her again.
She just wished Rusty wasn't so darn good at it! She kept thinking
each time would prove it was just an over active imagination on her
part. She had to prove to herself that his kisses weren't any
different than anyone else's.

She'd sworn off men after leaving
Vegas. After being dumped by the man she called her boyfriend, Vic
Trusdale, she had given up on ever meeting Mr. Right. Instead, she
wanted to go home, and never worry about a man again. Only that
hadn't happened either. Even as dismally as she dressed, Burt had
pursued her. She wasn't sure why. Perhaps he felt protective of
her, since he'd known her since a child. But the look in his eyes
today wasn't protective. She couldn't understand Burt but she knew
she wasn't interested in a man his age. She'd always thought of him
as sort of an Uncle. What astonished her was that Burt didn't seem
to see it.

 


*****

 


It was a bitter cold Wednesday and
Hannah had been working on the old windmill for most of the morning
when a Ford station-wagon pulled up into the yard. In it were three
girls that Hannah had gone to school with. Girls that seldom came
to visit, unless they had a mighty good reason.

Still, Hannah was glad to see
them.

Dusting her clothes off, Hannah made
her way off the porch toward the car. It was times like this she
wished she did wear nicer clothes. She felt like a real rag doll
beside them.

"Samantha, Sandy, and Cora Mae, what in
the world are you three doing out here?" Hannah asked as though she
had no idea. Of course she did know why they came. They wanted to
get a first hand look at her so called "boyfriend".

Samantha got out of the car first, and
ran toward her. She hugged Hannah and smiled, "It's been so long,
Hannah."

Hannah blushed and nodded shyly. "I
guess it has."

Samantha had once been a little chubby,
but now she looked gorgeous in her tan suede pantsuit. Hannah had
always liked Samantha, she was quiet most of the time and not as
nosey as the other two. Samantha's hair was different now, cut a
little shorter, it was golden brown and hung just to her shoulders.
It flattered her face. Her green eyes sparkled with
mischief.

"Too long for old friends like us,
Hannah."

"Old friends, I've been home quite a
while and you've not bothered, why now?" Damn, that was downright
catty but she couldn't stop her words in time. She honestly liked
Samantha, but the other two had things on their minds from the
looks on their faces.

She silently wished she had the time to
chit-chat with the girls and catch up on all the goings on. But she
knew better. Ranch life left little time for such idle
things.

"We heard you were pretty near engaged.
And you haven't so much as bothered to tell a soul about it. What
gives girl?" Sandy said as she got out of the car and came up to
the porch. She didn't hug Hannah and Hannah was grateful. Sandy and
Cora Mae didn't come to see her, she knew. She eyed Sandy
closely.

Sandy was tall and thin and carried an
almost elegant air about her. Her dark hair swayed against her
shoulders.

Hannah hesitated a moment, remembering
that Cora Mae was the banker's niece. Of course she would know
about Rusty being here. Perhaps her Uncle had sent her out here to
find out what was going on, firsthand.

She glanced at Cora Mae getting out of
the car and gasped at her outrageously tight outfit. Cora Mae had
literally been stuffed into those jeans and the blouse she wore
displayed her perfect eight figure. Cora Mae personified the word
'dumb blonde'.

Hannah couldn't stop the slight blush,
and floundered on how to handle this one. She knew the town's
people would get curious, but she forgot about some of her old
school friends. She'd like to think she still had friends when this
was all over as she confessed her engagement.

"His name's Rusty Travers, and yes,
we're sorta unofficially engaged." Hannah tried to sound normal,
but it was hard to be normal when lies were coming out of her mouth
as fast as flies on a watermelon, she decided.

Maybe she should just go back to Vegas
and all this wouldn't be happening to her. But no, she'd never go
back there. She hadn't fit in then, and she wouldn't fit in
now.

"The Rusty Travers, from the 4 Bar
None?"

"That's right," Hannah confirmed Cora's
outburst. She saw the $ signs in Cora Mae's ultra blue eyes."...
and yes, it's true. But I didn't know their ranch was that
famous."

Cora Mae glanced at her strangely as
she stepped up on the porch. She didn't hug Hannah
either.

Cora Mae's makeup resembled the kind
Hannah had to wear in Vegas and she nearly laughed at the
effigy.

"Why, everyone knows about the Travers
bunch. Best ranchers, richest bachelors, and down right gorgeous
men in Texas. And have the State Champion Breeders to
boot."

Word had certainly gotten around as to
who Rusty was.

"Oh, the ranch isn't what everyone
knows them for, though, hon,..." Cora Mae emphasized."...the
brothers are. Best lookin' bunch of cowboys this side of the
Rio."

Samantha's disapproving brow went up a
notch, but she didn't say anything.

Cora Mae saw Samantha's reaction and
added, "Well they are, honey. And don't be too condescending, you
had a bigger than Texas crush on Jake some time back as I recall.
For all the good it did you. That Jake wouldn't give any woman the
time of day, he's just too serious."

Samantha blushed this time and looked
away from everyone's probing glance.

Cora Mae smiled and turned her
attention back to Hannah.

"How'd you meet him? I'm sure I've
never heard you speak of him before?"

Cora Mae leaned against the porch
railing in a model-like pose, looking very much like Marilyn
Monroe, and sounding like a lawyer well into an
interrogation.

Hannah stood there staring at them and
trying desperately to figure out what her answer would
be.

"Come on in the house and we'll have
some hot chocolate, it's too cold to stand out here and talk." At
least she remembered her manners.

An hour later Hannah found herself knee
deep in lies and butterflies. It had been a long time since she'd
spent this much time talking to old friends, and it felt good,
except for the lies. It would have been more fun if the girls had
actually come to see her, but she knew they wanted to get a glance
at Rusty.

Then Rusty himself walked in, dusting
his boots off at the door, and seeing she had company, politely
kissed her on the cheek and took his hat off.

"Ladies..."

"Are you The Rusty Travers?" they all
choired.

"Yes ma'am."

Hannah was still in shock but she
quickly recovered from the kiss and introduced them. Rusty ignored
her embarrassment asked for a cup of hot chocolate, too.

Jealousy? No, she wasn't jealous of
them? Was she? Where had that come from. You had to really like
someone to be jealous, didn't you? She wanted to throw the hot
chocolate at him the way he was eyeing Cora Mae and that tight
fitting blouse. He was a red-necked cowboy and he deserved to be
embarrassed. Still, she was supposed to be engaged to him, and for
every angry moment, she realized it would be worse to embarrass
herself and him with her pet peeve. These three girls were the
nosiest busybodies in Pecos and most everyone knew it. All except
for Samantha, and she had a hunch Samantha might be after some news
of Jake Travers.

He probably didn't know that Cora Mae
was out here spying on them for her Uncle either.

"I'm glad to meet you ladies. Hannah is
such a busy little rancher she seldom has company. But I've wanted
to meet some of her friends for a while now." Rusty was saying as
she returned with his drink.

"Thanks Little Darlin'." He winked at
her as his gaze rested on her still moist lips.

The desire in his eyes surprised her,
shocked her, and pleased her.

"It's so unlike Hannah to be dating
anyone, we absolutely had to come and see for ourselves. I for one,
didn't believe it. Why, she hasn't so much as bothered with dating
since she's been home." Cora Mae said adjusting her shirt so Rusty
could get a better view of her fine figure. Subtle, she
wasn't.

But it was Sandy who stepped up to him
and smiled. Sandy wasn't usually a flirt, but her actions intrigued
Hannah. "Rusty Travers, aren't you Deke Travers'
brother?"

"Yes ma'am, you know my
brother?"

"We attended a couple of auctions with
him a few years back, didn't we Samantha? And Clint too. He's been
riding the bulls for years at the rodeo in Pecos."

Samantha nodded, but continued to eye
Rusty suspiciously as though she didn't believe a word Hannah had
told them. If anyone had any brains in this group Samantha did, and
Hannah knew she had better play her part or the whole thing would
blow up in their faces, and after all the lies she just told she
couldn't face them with the truth.

"Deke's married now." Rusty exclaimed
obviously intrigued by Sandy's open curiosity.

"Married? No one ever thought he'd get
married. He was always so shy around women."

"He got out of that when he met Emma."
Rusty smiled and put his arm around Hannah as though to let her
know he knew these women were simply being noisy and he wanted to
ham it up as much as possible. The man was impossible, but
adorable.

"What about Jake and Clint?" Samantha
suddenly asked.

"Jake's over in Peaceful, he's the
Sheriff now. He's always wanted to be a lawman, although I'll
confess we thought he was going to be a lawyer. Clint and Abby got
married."

"They finally tied the knot? Lord that
girl was crazy in love with Clint most of his life and he never had
a clue." Cora Mae said, casting Rusty a slightly flirtatious
glance. "Clint sure could have had any number of girls when he rode
the circuit."

"Yeah." Rusty glanced about for a
second and smiled at them, "And I didn't realize they were so well
known, either." Rusty winked.

"Oh, don't pay any attention to us.
Word gets around in little towns. Anyone who is anyone is
practically in the newspapers. Besides our Samantha here, had a
crush on Jake for years, but never let on." Cora Mae blurted out.
"Everyone that goes to the rodeos knows Clint or has heard of him.
Boy he could ride. We heard he quit the circuit, is it
true?"

"Yes, ma'am. Took a good woman to put a
stop to that." Rusty grinned at her.

"Jake was such a quiet man. You say he
moved to Peaceful?" Samantha seemed to file this information for
later use. Hannah had heard Samantha speak of Jake Travers several
times and knew she still carried a torch for the cowboy. Obviously,
Jake Travers had no clue, or wasn't interested.

"Yes, he's been there quite a
while."

"Well, I'm sure he wouldn't remember
me, I was quite pudgy back then. Round as a barrel."

"Maybe you should have told him you
liked him. He's a little on the shy side too. Especially around
women." Rusty's infectious grin set the mood in the room. "You'd be
surprised what a man remembers about a woman. A voice, eye contact,
even an attitude."

"Jake was always so serious..."
Samantha's voice drifted off as though she were thinking of
Jake.

"That's Jake alright."

"And you and Hannah—are you really
engaged?" Cora Mae asked as though she had every right
to.

Rusty's mouth twitched, his eyes
gleamed and then he got up, went into the back bedroom and came out
again, mysteriously silent, but carrying a small black box with
him. Hannah bristled. What was he up to now? She could handle these
girls alone. She didn't need him prodding them on.

"I'm hoping this makes it official," he
grinned at the other ladies and dropped down on one knee, his all
but somber face staring at Hannah.

Dear God, at the dramatics he was
willing to go through, Hannah grimaced.

The girls gasped, as though they knew
exactly what he was up to.

His eyes landed on Hannah with nothing
short of animal lust. How could he turn on the heat in his eyes so
quickly. "I was gonna wait till tonight, Little Darlin' but I don't
see why I have to now. This being Valentine's day, it's only
fitting I ask you today. Will you marry me, Hannah?"

Hannah stood staring at the small black
box he presented to her. She heard the other girls gasp again, and
softly laughed. She knew it was a ring, but she was speechless.
First because he offered it, and second because he made such a
spectacle of doing so. Down on his knees, for heaven sake, she
wanted to throttle him. She'd give him a piece of her mind
later.

"Well say something, girl," Cora Mae
urged her. "I'd certainly be saying something if someone gave me a
proposal like that!"

Hannah felt a lump in her throat and
tried to speak, but her voice didn't sound like her own.

"Rusty, this is so," She glanced down
into his face, but there wasn't a sign of mockery there.
"—unexpected. I mean...I thought we were gonna wait a
while."

"No use waiting when I know exactly
what I want. Will you marry me, Little Darlin'?"

His smile was beguiling, his manners
impeccable. Hannah took the box from his hand and opened it. She
expected a modest little five and dime ring that would be easily
forgotten, but choked when she saw the two carat diamond staring
back at her.

She heard the other girls gasp again!
Talk about impressions.

Good grief what was he doing? Why was
he being so dramatic? He could easily have bought a cheap ring and
put it on her finger. But this—she hadn't expected. Of course it
had to be big, she thought in retrospect, he was impressing these
people with his money. And word of this hunk of rock would
certainly get around town fast enough.

Tears welled in her eyes though, and
the genuine feeling of being totally overwhelmed hit her. She tried
to say something, anything, but how could she? The diamond was
huge, and the most beautiful thing she'd ever seen.

Rusty stood up, smiled and took the
ring and slid it on her finger, "I love you Hannah. Just say yes,"
he whispered throatily.

If he'd have been an actor he couldn't
have played the part any better.

"Y-yes," she finally managed, as a tear
slipped down her cheek and she quickly swatted it away as the
girls’ laughter embarrassed her.

Without hesitation Rusty stole her from
their clutches and hauled her into his arms and kissed her as
though he meant every word of it.

Lost in the kiss, Hannah tasted her
tears, and the exquisite taste of Rusty Travers. She was quickly
growing fond of those kisses and wondered how she was going to ever
give them up.

With that sobering thought, she gently
pushed him away, and gasped. "You overwhelmed me."

That kiss left no doubt as to his
intentions and the women crowded around her to admire the beautiful
stone and wish her all the best. There was no need to worry now,
all three of them believed he meant business.

The girls stayed to dinner and Rusty
wasn't caught two steps away from Hannah all evening. Did he
honestly think she would screw it all up or something?

Hannah felt baffled at her own
inability to cope, and the embarrassment at how they made over her
new engagement. Even Cora Mae bought the entire act, hook, line and
sinker.

But something niggled in the back of
Hannah's mind. Most men didn't run around with a ring in their
pocket. So where did this one suddenly materialize from? And he
certainly hadn't expected these ladies to show up on her
doorstep.

Could this have been for the girl he
really loved, somewhere? That thought put a damper on her
excitement, but she played out the part till everyone left. She
glanced down at the ring, and the lump in her throat felt suddenly
bigger, more painful.

Late that evening Rusty was sitting on
the porch, drinking in the twinkling of stars when she joined him.
She had to admit, she'd never met a man who enjoyed all the simple
pleasures that he did. Pepper, a ride at dawn, and star
gazing.

"Where's the ring?" he demanded when
she sat beside him on the swing.

She didn't look at him. "It's on the
window sill in the kitchen. I didn't think I should wear something
that big doing the dishes."

He nodded. "That sounds reasonable.
Just don't forget to put it back on."

"So who does it belong to?" She asked
still not looking directly at him.

"You, of course," he added with a
decided frown when she finally looked up at him.

"No, I mean, who did it belong to?" She
asked softly.

"No one," he said quietly looking
away.

"Look, you don't have to talk about it
if you don't want to, but men don't go around with chunks of
diamonds that big everyday." She explained. "A man doesn't buy that
kind of ring for a girl he hasn't even met yet. It belongs to
someone, doesn't it?"

He shrugged. "No I never got around to
asking her, but that doesn't matter. Now word will get around, and
it will be no secret that I've got money for this ranch. That's
good. Besides, it doesn't matter."

Something in his voice, told her it did
matter and for a second she put her own feelings aside and really
looked at him this time. Whoever the girl was, he had loved her,
and she wouldn't make light of the situation.

"Who was she?"

"She? She who?" He asked getting up and
standing by the porch railing as though suddenly cornered and not
liking it.

"The girl that made you buy that
ring."

For a moment he looked as though he
wasn't going to say anything, and then he hung his head and in a
low husky voice he answered.

"I guess you gotta right to know. Her
name was Jennifer. We grew up together." He paused glancing at
Hannah to see her reaction. "I loved her all my life, almost.
Thought she felt the same. Then one day she just up and leaves,
without a word. I haven't heard from her since."

Hannah watched his face contort into a
million different shades of hurt and wanted to go and comfort him,
but knew that was unwise. Instead she stayed where she was. But her
voice carried sympathy and respect.

"I'm sorry. You must have loved her
dearly." Hannah heard herself say.

"Yeah, well, little good that did. She
didn't care."

"Maybe and then maybe she didn't know
what she wanted."

"Maybe," he glanced at her
then.

"It's a beautiful ring,
Rusty."

He nodded. "I'm glad you like
it."

"I'll take very good care of it for
you." Hannah said trying to console him.

"Yeah, I think you will."

"What was she like?" She had to ask.
Had to know.

"Jennifer?"

She nodded.

"She was blonde, gorgeous. Had a figure
that wouldn't quit. She had so much vitality. Wanted to do
everything."

"Everything, huh?" Hannah glanced away,
then back at him. "Maybe that's why she left."

"What do you mean?"

"I mean, when someone grows up in one
place all their life they sometimes feel stifled. They want to
experience more."

Rusty stared at her now openly
assessing her. "Yeah, I just never looked at it that
way."

"Maybe you should. Maybe it wasn't you
she left. Maybe it was her yearning to learn and explore the world
more that she wanted so badly."

Rusty studied her a long minute before
replying. "You talk like you know the feeling."

She smothered a soft laugh. "I
did...once."

"Oh, so you explored it and got bored
and came home then?"

She didn't want to talk about herself.
Didn't want to bring herself into the conversation.

"You might say that."

"What kind of work did you do,
Hannah?"

The question didn't startle her so much
as the way he ask it. As though he meant to uncover a secret about
her past. It was only fair that she share something of herself too,
but that was one thing she wouldn't be sharing with anyone. At
least not unless she had to.

"It was a good job, and paid
extraordinary money."

"I gathered that. So why didn't you
stay at it?"

"I guess I was never cut out for city
work." She said and got up and started for the door. He might be
curious, but he wasn't going to be hanging around, and there was no
use telling him everything. He probably wouldn't be interested
anyway.

"Running away, Hannah. What deep dark
secret are you carrying around?"

"I'm not." She turned and looked at him
again. A mistake, because his eyes seemed to capture
hers.

"Look, we're gonna get married, it
certainly wouldn't hurt to know a little more about each other. If
we don't talk this out, how can we begin to answer questions that
others might ask?"

"What questions? What
others?"

"The kind people start asking when you
get married and join other groups and stuff."

"Who said anything about joining
anyone. We owe no one any explanations." Her voice rose with
frustration.

"Just each other."

She turned to look at him squarely, a
mistake again because the look on his face was seriously causing
her pulse to rise. Everything about Rusty Travers made her come
alive and she didn't like it one bit. She'd made up her mind a long
time ago not to let anyone into her heart again. And she meant to
keep that promise to herself. The one thing Hannah O'Leary wouldn't
do again, is be a fool.

But conversation couldn't cause a
problem and she was open to talking. It might even help to get a
few things off her chest. Anything except talking about her job.
She wasn't ready to confess everything...just yet.

She sat down, sighing as though it took
a lot of restraint not to object to his inquiry.

"You want to know about me?" She asked
bluntly.

"Sure. Aren't you even a little curious
about me?"

"Maybe—just a little."

"So—"

"Look, there's nothing to tell. I've
lived mostly a very sedate life here on the ranch. I grew up here.
My mother is buried out there, under that big oak. Dad made a small
cemetery there. He promised that no matter what we'd never sell
this land—not as long as she is buried there. That's part of the
reason this land means so much to me. I can't leave her." Her voice
came to a squeak and she realized tears were close to
falling.

"When did she die?"

"Years ago. When I was little. I
remember how she loved to sing, and read to me. I remember being in
the kitchen with her. She'd put me up on the counter and talk and
sing to me while she fixed supper for Dad. I remember—so many
little things about her, and yet, sometimes—sometimes they all seem
like I dreamed them up. You know?"

"Yeah, I think I do." He cleared his
throat. "My Mama died when I was born, as I'm sure you already
know. I've felt responsible for that all my life. As though I
killed her. I've watched my dad mourn her death for years. And yet,
I have no recollection of her at all. Just a picture, that's
all."

"That's worse, no memories...." Hannah
choked on her words. "But Rusty, you can't hold yourself
responsible for her death."

It was as though some common bond had
grown between them, as though they reached out and touched one
another in that instant. The same heart breaking feeling of loss.
Hannah took a deep breath. Don't let him get to you. He isn't
staying!

"That's why this land is so important
to me."

"Yeah," came his throaty reply as he
looked down at her. "I think I understand that part of you
Hannah."

A warmth stole over her as she looked
up at him and he smiled at her. It was like the very first time he
really saw her for what she was, and it startled her. No one had
come that close to her before and it scared her!

Afraid she had let too much of herself
out, she stood again and started for the door.

A hand reached out and took hers,
softly, not pulling, just holding.

"I promise you Hannah, you'll keep this
land." Rusty said and squeezed her hand till she looked at him
again.

A tear spilled and she looked away.
"Thank you," she whispered and went inside.

 


 



CHAPTER SIX

 


Rusty wrestled with his feelings that
night. He didn't want to marry Hannah. And not just because she
wasn't as pretty as Jennifer, either. If the truth were known, he'd
have to admit, he was beginning to like Hannah—a lot. Not because
she was alluring exactly, although there was something about her
that attracted him, he just couldn't put his finger on it. Hannah
wasn’t like most the women he had known.

No, but because marrying her would be a
big lie. And she didn't deserve that. Not Hannah, she was honest,
hard working, a good person. He liked her. Still, the sooner he did
marry her and get the loan approved, the sooner he could go back to
his own place, his own life.

His own place. That was the problem. It
had never really been his place and he knew it. And until recently
he hadn't thought much about the fact that it was Deke's place, and
Dad's home. But it wasn't his. Not since he'd grown up. He didn't
run things, Deke did. Through the years he had felt more like a
ranch hand than part owner, even though Deke did everything to make
him part of the 4 Bar None.

He reasoned that since he'd been here,
he'd helped run this ranch as much as he had at home. Maybe more.
The boys in the bunkhouse had grown to like and respect him. They
knew he knew his business. He liked it here. The boys had gradually
come to accept him, all but Burt. Burt didn't like him, but at
least he was honest about it. And he knew it had nothing to do with
the ranch or the way he gave him orders.

Why Hannah didn't see through that
wrangler he couldn't begin to understand. He was simply too old for
her. Hannah wasn't ugly, she wouldn't win any prizes, especially
the way she dressed, but there was something very appealing about
the little lady. Something deeper than looks.

It wasn't his business, and yet it was.
He was the one fixing to marry her.

Rusty thought about Deke and Emma, how
happy they were. Marriage had always seemed like a likely solution
when he was with Jennifer. But now there was Hannah and it was a
big lie and somehow he felt like as big heel as Burt.

He tried to conjure up Jennifer now
like he had always done before, but for some reason he was having
trouble with that. He couldn't quite remember how her eyes looked.
How could he forget what she looked like? He'd dated her for years.
Been with her practically every day. Then she up and went away,
without a word. Women...he didn't need them.

He heard Hannah's bed creak and he knew
she was lying down, most likely just opposite him on the other side
of the wall. He wondered if she went straight to sleep or laid
there thinking half the night like him.

He wondered if she wore pretty little
gowns or flannel or maybe nothing at all. Whoa...He didn't need to
be thinking along those lines. He'd never be in her bed, and he
shouldn't even go there, but the sound of those springs kept him
ever alert and constantly wondering about Hannah.

He might be getting married, but he
doubted seriously if Hannah would ever welcome him in her bed. His
thoughts had no right being there. But sometimes a man couldn't
control thoughts. And as long as it was just thoughts it was
harmless.

 


*****

 


The next day Rusty was riding fence,
wondering when the cold spell would break and hints of spring might
appear. He missed the wildflowers that dotted the pastures in the
early spring. He enjoyed the spring calving and branding time. Not
the monotonous winter when there was little else to do but chip
blocks of ice for water, mend fences and make repairs for spring.
Besides, it had been an exceptionally cold winter, and spring would
change all that.

Hannah came riding up to him in a
hurry, breaking his thoughts, and handed him her cell phone.
"You've got a call."

Rusty glanced at her in surprise. He
didn't even know she had a cell phone. It never rang. She was
wearing her usual outfit, but somehow she looked better. Rusty
couldn't put a finger to it, but she was looking better every day
now. He looked forward to seeing her every morning, to hearing her
voice, and even to teasing her. Her hair was combed into an
appealing style, curling under with a side part at her bangs and
she looked good enough to eat. He took the phone from her and
stared at her with a wide grin.

"Rusty, it's Deke. You've got to come
home, quick. Can you leave today?" Rusty was still staring at
Hannah and it took a few seconds to regroup his
thoughts.

"Well—sure, I guess. What's up?"
Rusty's smile faded.

"I'll tell you when you get here, and
bring Hannah with you."

"Why so mysterious, bro?" Rusty tried
to brighten his brother's disposition, but it didn't seem to
work..

"Just get back here, and
fast."

"Okay, okay, we'll leave
tonight."

"Good, see you early morning
then."

Hannah took the phone back and looked
at him. "Trouble?"

"Don't know." He removed his hat and
scratched his head for a second, then readjusted his hat and looked
at her. "Deke has a way of being so mysterious at times. He wants
me home, and he wants me to bring you..."

"I hope it's nothing serious. But I
can't go with you. I've got to take care of things here." She
explained.

"Let Burt handle it. He wants us both
there."

"What for?"

"Don't know. Just said to be sure and
bring you with me."

"I can't just leave...!" She
insisted.

"Hannah trust me, if Deke wants you
there, it's best."

She frowned then turned her horse
around, her movements jerky.

"Where are you going?" Rusty asked as
he rode up to her side.

"To let Burt know."

"Why don't you leave that to
me."

"But..."

"Please," he said quietly as he kept a
steady trot next to her.

"Alright. But I don't see what
difference it makes." She cast him a quick frown.

"Yes, you do." Rusty said throatily,
smiling slowly, as he stared at her long and hard. His eyes seemed
to always land on her mouth and it had Hannah squirming.

Hannah bit her lip and whipped her
horse about again to head home.

 


*****

 


That evening when Rusty returned to the
house, Hannah was closing her small overnight bag and she set it in
the living room.

He glanced at the bag, then her. "That
all your taking?"

"Isn't it enough?" She
gasped.

"I doubt it. We might be a while. It
sounded pretty serious to me."

"Well, I can't leave the ranch for that
long." A quick flash of anger lit her eyes.

"Take a couple of outfits and the usual
stuff women need." He instructed her.

Hannah turned to go pack a bigger bag
when something dawned on her.

"Did you talk to Burt?"

"I did." His gaze flew over her. "He'll
take care of things just fine."

"Any problems?" Her voice sounded
unsteady, breathy.

"No, should there be?"

She shrugged. "No, I guess
not."

"He wasn't happy about you going with
me, if that's what you are getting at." Rusty confessed and seemed
to watch her facial expression, for a reaction.

Hannah nodded. "I didn't expect him to
be."

"Is there something you want to tell me
about Burt and ..."

"No...nothing." She whirled around and
stomped back to her bedroom.

Rusty packed his gear and waited while
Hannah finished. He threw their bags in the back of the truck when
Burt walked up to him.

Just the way he approached him with
such haste and determination, told Rusty to be on his
guard.

"Something you wanted?"

"Yes sir, there sure as hell is. I been
meaning to talk to you for a while now, but I wasn't sure how
Hannah would like it." Burt glanced about, but didn't see Hannah.
"Now, it's time. And it doesn't really matter what Hannah thinks."
Burt stood squarely in front of Rusty as though to block him from
something.

Rusty knew this wasn't going to go
smoothly, he felt the tension that Burt oozed and he didn't want a
scene, but he never walked away from one either. Deke had always
warned him that he'd have a showdown.

"Okay, what's up?"

"You can't just haul Hannah out of
here. She ain't even married to you yet. It ain't decent. I want
you to walk away from this. Right now. I'm askin' you man to man.
Walk away. Walk away from this situation and don't look back." The
older man's eyes narrowed on Rusty. "I know she's in trouble. I'll
help her."

Rusty eyed the man with new respect.
Burt was serious. He really meant what he said and it was more than
obvious he had feelings for Hannah, although Rusty was beginning to
doubt the man had ever voiced them to her. The poor old fella was
love-sick.

"We're going to my Dad's house for a
few days Burt, I don't think that's gonna compromise her." Rusty
tried to make light of it.

"Did you hear what I said, I'll help
her." Burt's gaze didn't waver.

"Yeah, I heard. But as much as I
believe you would, if you could. You can't. She wants to stay here
Burt. Her mother is buried here. She won't just up and leave. Don't
you see, it's the land. It's in her blood, in the blood of her
family. The woman has roots. I'm here to help her, believe it or
not. In time this will all settle out and Hannah can do her own
choosing, but she's got little choice, she has to keep this land,
Burt."

Burt looked curious for a moment as
though he weighed Rusty's words.

"Maybe she won't leave, but I can
handle it. I'm asking you as a gentleman to walk away from this."
Burt came closer. "From her!"

Rusty spread his legs and looked
directly at Burt. The silly notion that they must look like a
couple of gunfighters during a show-down hit Rusty as comical and
he squashed a smile. He knew just how serious Burt was too. "I
can't do that. I can't back away. I promised her I'd help her save
this place. I aim to do just that."

"You can't or you won't?" Burt's frown
narrowed on him, his mouth set in a grim line.

"Whatever..." Rusty's patience was
growing thin.

"You don't love her." Burt burst aloud
with his suspicions.

"And you do?" Rusty eyed him closely,
noting the way Burt's hands knotted into fists, and stretched as
though he were on a tight rope.

"Yes!" The admission flew from Burt's
mouth like vile spit.

Rusty started to ignore the situation
that was fast becoming heated. He didn't want to fight Burt. He was
too old to fight. It'd be like fighting his father. He could never
do that. Rusty had the advantage and he knew it. For once he was
planning on backing out of a fight.

"I'm sorry Burt, but the lady has made
up her mind." Rusty added and started to open the truck
door.

"I can't let it happen...I promised her
father I'd never let anyone hurt her. And you will. You know you
will." Burt said and all of a sudden he had Rusty by the collar and
was laying into him. Rusty didn't bother to counter his blows. Burt
had all the advantages simply because Rusty refused to defend
himself. He knew what was coming, but he'd rather die than hit a
man of Burt's age. Burt on the other hand had no problem, and
socked him in the jaw. Rusty went down.

Intent on stopping this before it got
worse, Rusty stayed down, intentionally.

Hannah came running out of the house.
"What are you doing?" She cried and cast a quick scowl at Burt as
she bent to check Rusty.

Burt stared at Rusty, then Hannah. "You
can't go with him, Hannah. He don't love you. You're making a fool
of yourself. I can take care of you. You ought to know how I feel
about you by now, girl. I can take care of us."

Hannah stepped up to Burt quite
suddenly. Her face red from anger, embarrassment and something
else. She eyed him closely and her expression was more than
serious. "No, you can't Burt. This land is all I have, I won't lose
it. I appreciate you're offering, really I do, but you've gone too
far. Rusty doesn't deserve this, he's trying to help me save this
place. Can't you understand that?"

Burt frowned and started to argue
further.

Hannah threw up her hands and shook her
head. "Get your things together and clear out of here."

"You don't mean that...can't mean it."
Burt was hurting on the inside, while Rusty still lay slumped
against the truck, hurting outside.

"I'm sorry, but I do mean it, Burt.
I've told you before I'm not interested in you personally. I tried
to be gentle about it. I never wanted to hurt you. I've known you
too long to hurt you like this. I should have spoken up sooner.
Maybe it would have prevented this. But I knew you just wouldn't
listen. I wanted to spare you, but there's just too much age
difference. I think of you as an Uncle, not husband material. I'm
sorry."

"But..."

She went to Rusty now and cradled his
head in her lap, wiping the blood from his mouth with a
handkerchief from his back pocket. "Are you alright?"

"Yeah," he said reluctantly, casting a
glance at Burt retreating figure.

Burt shook his head and stalked off,
slamming the bunkhouse door as he entered.

A few minutes later Hannah and Rusty
were on their way. Rusty blotted his mouth a couple of times and
frowned.

The silence in the truck was thick with
questions. It was obvious Hannah was upset about firing Burt. And
that she didn't want to go with him, but he couldn't understand
why. She also didn't want to go with Burt either. She wouldn't have
to work, and it might mean a few days of R&R for them both. Why
couldn't she just relax?

Rusty settled into the seat comfortably
then shot her a glance.

"My family won't eat you alive, Hannah.
They're pretty nice when you get to know them."

Hannah sighed heavily, as though she
didn't quite believe him. "I'm sure they are."

Rusty's arm went behind her on the seat
and she tensed. He smiled to himself. Hannah didn't like him
getting close, and it was downright mean to tease her so, but he
enjoyed seeing her face turn pink even in the dark. He sensed her
emotions. He sensed a lot of things about Hannah, as though he knew
her much better and longer than he did.

"Relax, I don't bite either." He said
huskily.

"I know..." she sighed again. "I guess
I'm just tired." The tension was electrical. "It's been quite a
night. I'm sorry about Burt..."

"It was bound to happen, sooner or
later."

"That shouldn't have happened, back
there," she said a few minutes later.

"I didn't want to hurt him. I didn't
want to fight with him."

She nodded as though she knew Rusty had
intentionally taken those blows.

"Don't worry about it. I'm just sorry
you lost a good hand because of it."

"It was the hardest thing I've ever
done in my life. Burt's been like family all these years. He works
hard. He's dedicated to the ranch. But..."

"I know," he whispered and took her
hand.

This time she didn't jump out of her
skin or even act as though she noticed it. She just accepted
it.

"Are you hungry?" He asked.

"A little."

"Then we'll stop in town before we
leave and get some grub. I'm starving."

She glanced at him. "I should have
fixed something at the house."

"There wasn't time for that. But we
have to eat, so we'll stop. Okay?"

He looked at her. She glanced at him
and the darkness seemed to swallow the moment.

"Okay," came her breathy
reply.

During dinner Hannah asked. "Would you
mind telling me a little about your family, so I won't be a total
idiot when I get there?"

Rusty laughed, and from then on the
conversation poured between them. He told her about his dad, how
sick he'd been and how he was finally dating Bertha now. He told
her about his brothers and Emma, Abby, and the kids. Hannah seemed
interested too. But she was staring at him with a quizzical
expression.

"Something wrong?"

"No...well, it's just...well it must be
wonderful having a big family like that." She admitted.

"It's pretty nice." He watched her
expressions change and smiled.

After a short silence he asked. "Don't
you see your brother very often?"

"No, not really. He's been in college,
then when he got out, he began his practice immediately in Arizona
and he has very little time off. He married a year ago and they are
expecting a child in June. So the money is pretty tight for him.
Jimmy and I are very close, but these days it's a long distance
close."

He'd noticed there had been no calls,
and wondered why a brother so anxious to save the ranch for his
sister, couldn't bother with a phone call every now and then. Even
when he was away from home a week or two, Deke or Jake or even
Clint would call and make sure things were okay and when he'd be
home.

"Aren't there any other relatives
around?"

"Most of my kinfolks are scattered
about the State. Not many left now. A few aunts and uncles and
cousins of course. Once a year we have a family reunion, that's
about it." She said with a resigned shrug.

"Must get a little lonely." His gaze
was curiously intent.

Hannah blushed again, then concentrated
on her food. A few minutes later she admitted, as though his
comment needed some clarification. "Yes, it is lonely,
sometimes."

"Do you go to these—family
reunions?"

"Most of the time, I make an
appearance." She smiled shyly.

"Well look, you have no reason to worry
about my folks Hannah. They are all a lot like me."

"That's what I'm afraid of," she
laughed.

Her laugh was contagious and sexy. He'd
never seen her as sexy before so it stunned him. From then on he
tried to concentrate on his steak and not on how Hannah was
affecting him. But it didn't work. Hannah exuded a mysterious kind
of charm that Rusty was becoming quite addicted to.

 


*****

 


It was nearly dawn when Rusty pulled
into the driveway of the 4 Bar None. The fact that the old ranch
place looked so good made Rusty feel a certain pride in being a
part of it. Even in late winter, the ranch was well manicured, and
kept up. Denver the family dog barked and raced about to greet him
as usual, while his father came running out to greet them too.
Cal's face was masked with a pleasant smile. He seemed eager, and
yet there was something bothering him, Rusty could always tell when
something bothered his father. There was a certain hesitation in
his glance, a weathered frown of worry lined his
forehead.

"This is Hannah, dad," Rusty pulled
Hannah close to his side possessively and introduced her to his
father as he gave Denver a quick pat and obliged him by throwing
the toy ball for him that he had brought to Rusty.

"Hannah," Cal repeated, shaking her
hand and looking directly into her eyes almost sadly. "I'm pleased
to meet you, hon. It's been awhile. Last time I seen you, you were
knee high to a grasshopper."

Hannah laughed again, and Rusty found
himself aroused by this woman more than he cared to admit. Even her
husky laughter seemed to trigger a reaction in him. He didn't
understand it. It suddenly struck him how easily Hannah would fit
into his life and family, and that knowledge stunned him too. Why
was he thinking about Hannah in such a permanent way? They both
knew and accepted that this was only temporary.

"Where's Deke?" he asked drawing his
attention purposely away from Hannah.

"He's nursin' a sick calf in the barn.
He'll be in directly. Come on in, Hannah and have some of Emma's
biscuits and gravy."

Hannah nodded and followed them in,
slinking away from Rusty's possessive hold of her.

Rusty moved closer, determined not to
leave her side. Rusty wanted to get to the bottom of the mystery
though. His father was evading the issue.

"Maybe I better go out and see him,"
Rusty said as Hannah followed him into the house.

"Don't bother, he'll be in directly.
Let's get some grub and get Hannah settled in, first." Cal frowned
at his son as though he'd forgot his manners.

"Yeah, sure."

Emma came out of the hallway and
greeted them with a child on her hip and one at her side. Without
missing a step she swiped Rusty's cheek with a sisterly kiss and
smiled at Hannah. She was dressed in jeans and sweatshirt, and her
hair was tied back in a ponytail. Hannah knew she was a ranch-wife
just from the way she handled herself. "You must be Hannah, I'm
Emma. These little rascals are mine. Come on in, I've got breakfast
hot on the stove."

Hannah seemed surprised at how friendly
the Travers bunch were, accepting her as almost family
immediately.

Rusty eyed Emma as she put fresh butter
on the biscuits and waited till she brought them to the table
before asking. "So what's the emergency?"

Emma shot him a quick reprimand.
"You'll have to ask Deke."

Why was everyone being so evasive? Deke
had called him home, why couldn't someone tell him why?

Rusty thought about his current
situation, wondering if he'd done something to annoy his brother or
anyone else in the family. Deke didn't sound too happy on the phone
and he couldn't begin to imagine what had gone wrong.

Hannah only ate a few bites before
pushing her plate away. Rusty sensed her unease, and insisted she
could eat more than that.

"I'm really not very hungry, haven't
done any work to make me," she tried to smile but it fell short and
Rusty knew she was a quivering mass. He wanted to comfort her,
reassure her, but he knew she'd have to learn to take the Travers
bunch as they were. Instead he grabbed her hand under the table and
squeezed it, communicating silently that he understood and it would
be alright.

Half an hour later, Rusty was showing
Hannah his prize championship stock, as they lingered in the
meadow. Each and every one of them were perfect, Hannah
acknowledged. Prize stock! Hannah shook her head, as she leaned on
the gate. "I don't blame you for not wanting to put those up for
collateral. I'm not sure I would do such a thing, in your
place."

"I don't intend to lose them,
Hannah."

She glanced at him and he winked. He
put his arm around her and led her back to the house where Emma was
feeding the baby. Deke strolled into the kitchen, his expression
almost grim as he shook hands with Hannah and nodded to his
brother. Rusty noticed the tension in his brother's walk and
stance. This couldn't be good news.

Ordinarily he would have grabbed his
brother for a hug. Something was definitely wrong.

"Okay, spit it out, what's up?" Rusty
demanded, not waiting a moment later.

Deke glanced at him with a frown, then
at Hannah. "We'll talk about it later." Deke tried to stall as he
took over the chore of feeding his youngest.

Just the look in Deke's eyes should
have told Rusty to be quiet, but he seemed determined to get to the
bottom of the mystery. Rusty shook his head. "If it's that bad,
we'd better get to it now."

Deke sighed, had Emma pour him a cup of
coffee and told the children to go wash their hands. He eyed Hannah
for a long moment, as though sizing her up and the situation
between his brother and her. "I think we should discuss this in
private, bro."

Rusty eyed him, then everyone else.
Hannah sat with her hand still in his, and her head bowed as though
melting under the table and out of sight.

"Anything you have to say, can be said
in front of Hannah, after all, we're gonna be married soon.
Besides, it was you that insisted she come too."

Deke firmed his lips and frowned
again.

Bad choice, Rusty guessed.

"All right. I suppose she is entitled
to know. There's just no easy way to put this, for either of you.
So I'm just gonna spit it out...Jennifer is back!"

 


 



Chapter Seven

 


There was a long silence, as though
everyone at the table held their breath. Hannah
included.

Like a steam engine suddenly running
out of steam, Rusty sat very still. He'd expected anything but
that! Outside he looked calm, but inside he was churning with
questions, and anger.

He wasn't comfortable talking about
this in front of Hannah.

Fool, he chided himself silently. Why
couldn't he have waited for Deke to talk to him later? Why did he
have to act like some kid who couldn't wait to hear the news. For
all the world he wouldn't hurt Hannah, but this...
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