Montana Angel
by Theresa Scott
“Theresa Scott's historical romances are tender, exciting, enjoyable, and satisfying!” ~ Romantic Times
Montana Angel
by Theresa Scott
Published by Theresa Scott at Smashwords
February 2010
Copyright © 2010 Theresa Scott (Previous copyright assigned)
Cover illustration copyright © Rae Monet, Inc.
ISBN Not Assigned
Discover other titles by Theresa Scott at Smashwords.com
Smashwords Edition, License Notes
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
All characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the author and have no relation whatsoever to anyone bearing the same name or names. They are not even distantly inspired by any individual known or unknown to the author, and all incidents are pure invention.
This book was previously published in paperback format.
Unrepentant Lover
Just one taste. That's all he wanted. One taste and he could leave the ranch a happy man.
He closed his eyes and his lips touched hers. Ah, she tasted sweet. He could feel her mouth move under his and then she put her arms around his neck. She moaned softly and he pulled her closer...
Prologue
Southern Montana Territory
March 9, 1865
How am I going to tell him? wondered Amberson Hawley. She forced her trembling lips to smile as the handsome cavalry officer dismounted from his large bay gelding and strode toward her through the thick, short grass.
Of course, Mama and Papa will be upset when they find out, but I can get Justin to marry me. I know I can!
Justin Harbinger looked more than handsome in Union blue. He looked superb. His broad shoulders filled out his lieutenant’s uniform admirably, as did his long legs. She loved the small cleft in his chin, his square jaw, his dark brown hair, and the light in his green eyes whenever he looked at her. Now she knew why some women swooned at the sight of a man. Justin Harbinger could set her swooning at any time. And she loved him.
“Miss Amberson,” he said, as he reached her. His deep voice sent shivers down her spine. “I have some news.”
Amberson smiled in welcome. She’d pestered her father all morning to allow her to ride over to the field where Justin’s company was camped. Finally, after she’d shed many false tears, Papa consented.
“I was about to ride over to your campsite to see you,” she said. “Papa gave his permission for me to say hello.”
Justin glanced over to where her parents and friends sat at the campfire, drinking coffee. Ten wagons were pulled in a circle. Horses and oxen munched grass nearby. Amberson’s family was wealthy, and it showed in the number of wagons and the fine horseflesh picketed in the field.
“Please, give my regards to your father,” he said. “I trust he and your mother are well?”
Though he said all the proper words, there was something different about Justin today. He was edgy, more anxious than she’d seen him.
“My parents are well,” she assured him. “My brother, Kingsley, has gone off hunting with two of his friends.”
“I have some news,” Justin said again.
“So do I,” she said softly. She put her hands together, resting them protectively across her belly. She would find out his news before she told him hers—no, not hers, theirs.
Amberson’s family was moving west and had lingered here for two months, camping beside a river while her father made inquiries about purchasing land in the area.
She’d had two months to learn about Mr. Justin Harbinger. She knew that he was respected by his men and that he’d been in several battles before he and his men had been dispatched to Montana Territory to hunt down renegade rebels.
Though he wore the Northern uniform, his family was from somewhere in the South, which explained his soft Southern drawl. He’d once mentioned that his brothers were also fighting in the war.
But the best thing she knew about Justin Harbinger was that she loved him madly. She had given herself to him, body and soul.
He glanced back at her, and suddenly she was the focus of that steady green gaze. “I must tell you something, Miss Amberson,” he said. Taking her hand, he led her a little away so her family could not overhear.
“I must leave,” he said, his eyes sad. With gentle fingers he touched her cheek.
“Leave? No!” gasped Amberson.
Justin’s green eyes were warm with understanding. He picked up a strand of her chestnut hair and curled it around his finger, his touch reminding her of what they had shared that one moonlit night. “You know I do not want to leave, Miss Amberson, but I must. My orders arrived last night. The men and I are ordered to move out. Immediately.”
“But, but—“Her hand went to her throat. “But, Justin—“
He dipped his head and kissed the side of her face. She turned a little to hide the kiss from her parents.
“I will return,” he promised. His breath warmed her cheek. “I will come back to Montana as soon as I can and find you.”
She stepped away, a frown on her brow. This was not going the way she’d planned. Not at all.
“My men and I are being sent back to Virginia, Amberson,” he told her and there was a seriousness about him now that she barely recognized. “My family has a plantation there. There’ve been fights, battles near my home….” He clamped his mouth shut, as if afraid to say any more.
“Can’t you stay here a little longer?” she begged. “Surely you and your men can find some more rebels to chase?”
“No,” he answered, and she heard the firmness in his voice. “I’ve got my orders, Miss Amberson, and I must obey them.”
“But what about us? You and I?” she cried. “Why, I’ve scarcely begun to know you….” Tears sprang to her eyes, and she didn’t wipe them away. Tears always worked with Papa.
Justin brushed away her tears with a gentle finger. “I want to stay here, Miss Amberson,” he said. “I want to know more about you, I feel the same…”
“Then stay!” she cried. “Stay! Let your men go back, but you stay, here, with me!”
He stood a little straighter and she felt him withdraw from her. “I can’t do that, angel. These men look to me to lead them. I have military orders. And my orders are to return to Virginia. I am sorry if that does not meet your approval.”
“My approval?” she cried. “I don’t want you to go. I want you to stay!”
“I cannot do that, Miss Amberson. Do not ask it of me.”
She clutched his sleeve and said, “Justin, you can’t leave now. You can’t!” She would make him stay.
“Miss Amberson,” he said patiently, but she could hear in his voice that he wanted to go, needed to go. He wanted to be off to Virginia and the war there. “I must go. I have no choice.”
She could feel him gently pulling his sleeve loose from her grip. He was going away. He was leaving her. This couldn’t be happening!
“Justin--!” She grabbed for his sleeve again.
“Don’t!” he told her. “Don’t make it worse than it already is. I have my orders to return. My company and I are pulling out today.”
“Today?” she gasped. “No, not today! Why, I—“
“Miss Amberson,” he said, and he planted both hands on her arms. His grip was as firm as his voice. “Y’all must understand. I am leaving. I have to go and fight in the war. My orders are clear. I do not want to go, but I must.” He regarded her steadily. “I will return as soon as I can.”
Then he let her go of her arms and pulled out his timepiece. “I have to go. My men are waiting!”
“Justin,” she implored. But as she watched him, she saw he was already leaving her. His mind was on his men, on what he had to do…. He was leaving her to go and fight. He wasn’t thinking about her at all. About their love…about what they had done together…
Lord, what could she do? He said he’d return, but she knew he wouldn’t. He’d said the words, made the promise, but anything could happen. He could be killed in battle; he could return to Virginia and decide to stay there. He could be assigned somewhere else, meet another woman, Lord knew what else. And who knew how long this war was going to last? She hesitated. There was no man for her but this one. She had to make him stay…but how? Maybe Papa could make him stay.
“Please give my regards to your family,” Justin said. “I’ve used every minute of the time my commander allotted me. I must return now.” He started to walk over to where his horse waited.
She ran after him. “Don’t go, Justin! Stay here, with me. Papa will help you get started in a business of some sort….”
“No.” He kissed her on the forehead, then gently set her aside.
Hopelessly, she watched him mount the bay. He couldn’t be leaving. He couldn’t!
He stared down at her. “What was it you were going to tell me?” he asked, sounding distracted and tired.
He was leaving. If she told him about the baby, would he stay? Or would he do what Eleanor’s young man had done, back in Pennsylvania? Her friend Eleanor had told her young man about the baby on the way, and that was the last she’d ever seen of him.
A cold sweat broke out on Amberson’s forehead.
“Amberson?”
She shook her head and made one last attempt to catch his interest with a pout. “It was nothing.”
He watched her, expressionless. He was already riding off with his men in his mind. He doesn’t want me. He won’t want our baby.
Justin nodded and swung his horse’s head to the left. “I have to be going,” he said. He gave her a brief salute. “I will return, Amberson.”
She nodded, pretending she believed him. But she didn’t. It was a vicious war. He could make no promises. No one could. He was leaving her and he wasn’t coming back.
She lifted her hand and gave a small wave, her heart constricting in her chest. “Good-bye, Justin Harbinger,” she whispered sadly. “I love you.”
He gave another salute, then spurred his horse. The big bay galloped off across the field.
She watched Justin go. He would not be back. He would never return to her. She knew it deep in her heart.
She placed her hands across her belly and walked slowly back to where her family was sitting. She would never see him again, she thought numbly. He had said nothing of loving her….There was little reason for him to return once he left.
“That your young man?” asked her father, William Hawley. “Eager one, isn’t he?” Her mother, Anne, smiled.
Amberson shrugged. “He came to tell me he and his men have received orders to leave. For Virginia. Today.”
Her father paused, his coffee cup halfway to his mouth. Then he took a gulp. Her mother looked disappointed.
“Nice young man, that one,” commented her father. “Too bad he had to go.”
“Yes,” agreed Amberson. “Isn’t it?”
Chapter One
Triple R Ranch, Gunpoint, Montana
May 9, 1866
Amberson Hawley Rowan stood at the open door of the big white ranch house and stared miserably down the dusty road. Zig-zag log fences lined the road on either side. Her six-month-old son, Gerald, rode on her right hip. “Where is Richard, Gerald?” she asked her son. For his sake, she attempted a smile. “Your father should have been home by now.”
The baby looked up at her out of big blue eyes and gurgled. He seemed to find her words funny.
Amberson’s smile faltered. This son, this sandy-haired, blue-eyed baby, gave her life meaning. Richard Rowan certainly didn’t.
After her mother and father had been killed on the trail west, she’d been left alone. Grief had settled over her like a thick gray cloak that muffled everything. Even her thoughts had become muddied and vague. Somehow, in the grayness, she had married Richard, trying to find an anchor to hold her firm through the terrible storm of her grief. To no avail.
In one short year, she’d gone from being the spoiled daughter of a wealthy family to a married woman with a child, solely dependent on her husband. Her life had become sheer drudgery. There were vegetables to grow, men to cook for, a large house to keep clean….
But this baby, this little baby boy had given her something precious. She was his mother, yet she felt as if he had given her life. Why, now she could even get out of bed in the morning.
“You’re so sweet,” she whispered in his ear. She caught a faint whiff and wrinkled her nose. “And you smell so bad—“
Her words were interrupted by the faint swirl of dust in the distance. “What is this, Gerald?” she asked. She pointed down the road at the rapidly growing cloud of dust. “Richard is bringing home cattle to start his new herd,” she explained to the baby.
The two waited in silence, the woman with the chestnut hair and the child on her hip. Out of the dust cloud galloped a hundred Texas Longhorn cattle: brown, black, red, spotted. They were a sea of colors.
The herd thundered up the road and under the arched wooden sign that read TRIPLE R RANCH. Amberson stepped back onto the porch. Cowboys yelled and swore at the cows; horses whinnied. Gerald waved his arms in excitement. Amberson bit her lip nervously.
Several men rode into the ranch yard, the sides of their lathered mounts heaving.
She squinted through the dust as a cowhand, astride a huge bay gelding, raced over to the corral. He deftly lifted the pole that served as a gate and swung it aside. Expertly, he backed his horse out of the way of the oncoming herd. He wore a distinctive brown-and-white cowhide vest that stretched across his broad shoulders and brown leather chaps on his legs.
He must be new, she thought. She didn’t recall seeing him with Richard’s men before.
The hundred head of bawling cattle bumped and snorted their way ahead into the corral. When they were all inside, he replaced the pole and whipped off his brown slouch hat, revealing his shaggy dark brown hair. He wiped his forehead with the dirt-covered sleeve of his once pale shirt. His every moment spoke of coiled strength.
For a moment Amberson’s eyes followed the man—there was something vaguely unsettling about him—before she swung around to look for Richard.
She caught sight of him, tall in the saddle, his black hair and blue coat setting him apart from the other men, who all wore the patched, dull-colored clothing of Montana cowboys.
She took a breath, dreading to speak with Richard, yet knowing that she must, eventually.
Without waiting to talk to him, she hurried into the house and began setting up the meal for the sixteen hungry men who would soon descend on her kitchen. She set out the food she had spent hours preparing.
The kitchen was the biggest room in the two-story house. She’d tried to make it look homey, with red-and-white checked curtains at the windows and a vase of purple wild flowers on each of the two long tables lined with benches.
The men straggled into the ranch house, talking and laughing now that their work was done and the cattle were safely corralled. They crowded into the big kitchen where she’d set the tables with beef stew, potatoes and homemade bread. She smiled to herself as she heard their happy exclamations at the sight of their first homecooked meal in two months.
Richard was one of the last men to walk up the porch steps and enter the ranch house. Someone slouched in behind Richard, but it was Richard that Amberson watched warily.
“You’re back,” she said, at a loss for polite words, here, in front of the men.
Richard grunted and reached for Gerald. He lifted the child and nuzzled him. “How you been, my boy? You been good? Papa brought you some cows.” His soft murmurings to the baby were distinctly unlike the way he usually spoke to Amberson and she stiffened, tamping down an unwelcome feeling. Jealousy—of her own son.
Richard handed the baby back to her with a snort of contempt. “Baby stinks. Change him. You know better ‘n to bring him to me stinkin’.”
Amberson clutched Gerald to her, her cheeks heated in humiliation. He found fault in everything she did.
A cowhand pushed past Richard and she flushed anew, realizing he had overheard Richard’s unkind words. She caught a glimpse of the surprise in the cowhand's green eyes as he moved past.
Suddenly her heart pounded and she stared. It was—she swallowed. No, it couldn’t be--!
Richard clapped the large man on the shoulder. The two men were of height, but the stranger’s shoulders were broader and he was more strongly built than Richard. “Go ahead, Justin,” said Richard, playing the role of genial host. “Help yourself. Plenty of food.”
Justin.
Numb, Amberson watched as Richard and the cowhand sauntered over to a table. She blinked, unable to believe her eyes. It couldn’t be. It couldn’t!
A sudden surge of anger rose in her breast, an uprising of the righteous rage that she knew he so richly deserved. She took a step toward him, wanting to claw at Justin’s face. Her heart thudded so loudly she was surprised no one at the table turned at the sound.
But no one noticed. No one knew.
The baby squirmed on her hip then, and she was reminded of Richard’s petty remark about changing him. “Come Gerald,” she said softly, realizing she could not reveal that she knew Justin, not this way, not here in front of all the cowhands. She knew suddenly that she did not want to see him, or Richard, or anyone. She needed some time—alone—to think.
She fled the room; the laughter and joking of the men rang in her ears.
From upstairs in her bedroom, she looked out through white lacy curtains at the vast grasslands of the Triple R. Richard’s ranch stretched for eighteen hundred acres, a huge spread.
Only Amberson and Baby Gerald slept in this room now. Richard had moved into his study before Gerald’s birth. It was right around the time that he’d begun his regular visit to Gunpoint.
Dropping Richard from her mind, Amberson set about working on her new problem: Justin.
Placing the baby on the bed, she went about the motions of changing him, all the while her mind worked furiously. What is he doing here? How did this happen?
Finally, she realized she was worrying herself into a panic, and for what? Justin was a stranger to them all. None of the hands, or Richard, knew him. None of them could possibly know him. And he will be leaving soon, she assured herself firmly. He is a cowhand, hired for one job, and when it is finished, he will be leaving.
The thought calmed her, and she picked up Gerald and cooed to him. The little one smiled and waved his arms at her. “Oh, you are so precious,” she murmured. “Mama loves you.” She hugged him to her. What she would do without Gerald she did not know, nor did she ever want to know. He was her life.
Heartened by the press of his solid little body, she kissed him on the top of his bald head and placed him back on her hip. “Come along, Gerald,” she said aloud. “Mama will not be frightened out of her own kitchen by that nasty man. Mama is brave. And you will be, too!” Inside, her heart quivered and made a lie of her words.
She reached the bottom of the stair and steeled herself for what lay ahead. Taking a deep breath, she sauntered into the kitchen. Men sat at the two long tables, benches on either side. Bowls of food passed up and down the table and everyone ate in studious silence.
No one noticed her, and she had time to gain some semblance of calm. She smoothed her blue print dress with one hand, trying to reassure herself. Then one of the men caught sight of the baby. “That baby is so big, he’s gonna tip you over on one side, Missus Rowan,” joked Beau, one of the men. There were several good-natured guffaws and chuckles and she smiled politely.
Richard sat at the end of a table and ladled stew onto his plate, ignoring her.
Justin reached for a chunk of homemade bread.
She would not look at either of them, she would not!
Making her way to the corner of the closest table, she reached blindly for a chair. She sat down and congratulated herself on a job well done.
When the men finished eating, they began shoving the benches back. In all the pushing and shoving and leaving, she found herself glancing at the next table in the direction of Justin.
And met his narrowed eyes staring right back at her.
Anger flared in his green eyes. Anger and accusation. For a moment they stared hard at one another; then the noises of the men intruded and she glanced away.
What does he have to accuse me of? she demanded of herself. Nothing! She tightened her lips and reached for a serving bowl still half-filled with stew. She slopped a ladleful on her plate, not seeing the food, conscious only of the broad-shouldered man at the next table.
She took a bite of meat and Gerald reached for her mouth. “No little one,” she murmured. “You get to eat later.”
She did not look up as the rest of the men left, but kept her eyes on her plate. One by one, she heard them tramp out to the bunkhouse on the far side of the yard.
“Amberson.”
It was a command. Richard’s.
“Yes?” Dread mingled with the food in her stomach.
“This is one of my new men, Justin Harbinger,” said Richard.
She heard the thick sound of their boots and spurs on the wooden floor as the two walked over to where she was sitting. “This is my wife, Mrs. Richard Rowan,” said Richard. Amberson could hear the sneer in his voice.
She dragged her eyed up from her plate. “How do you do, Mr. Harbinger?” she said politely.
“I’m doin’ fine, Mrs. Rowan. Just fine,” Justin said in his soft drawl. His green eyes were cool, revealing nothing.
Her own narrowed. She clenched her jaw and forced herself to stare at him. I have nothing to hide, she told herself defiantly. You are the one who has the explaining to do.
But she said nothing aloud.
“Harbinger is my new ranch foreman,” announced Richard. “He’ll be staying in the bunkhouse.”
Justin turned away, as if bored with the topic. Amberson managed to snap her jaw shut.
The two men walked out of her kitchen, the sound of their boots echoing in the emptiness. Alone, she let go of her false, polite face. Her shoulders slumped. She bowed her head and squeezed her eyes closed as helplessness crawled over her. She’d thought she’d seen the last of Justin Harbinger fourteen months before.
* * * * *
Dang, but she looked even better than she had the last time he’d seen her, thought Justin angrily. Even with her long brown hair done up in a homely bun, she was still the prettiest woman he’d ever set eyes on. Obviously marriage and motherhood agreed with her.
He ignored the pain in the region of his heart.
No sooner had he left than she had taken up with another man. He had told her he would return!
He frowned. He was better off without her. It was obvious she’d hooked up with the first man she could find. A rich one at that. And she’d known he was coming back for her. The heartless witch.
He pounded his fist into the tight straw mattress on the bunkhouse bed and drew it back. Again and again he hit the mattress, until his anger receded and he had a throbbing hand. How could she do this to him? How could she forget him so easily? How could she marry—marry, for God’s sake!—another man?
His jaw clenched and he surveyed the tiny little room, looking for something else to punch. Nothing caught his eye and he settled for smashing the mattress again.
“Hey! What are you doing in there?” came a voice through the wall. “Keep it down. I wanna get some sleep.”
He gritted his teeth. Dang! How had this happened?
His hand still hurting, he threw himself on the bunk. Sleep wouldn’t come; he tossed and turned. Finally he gave up and thought about what he had been trying not to: Amber Hawley. He corrected himself—Mrs. Richard Rowan, as she was now known.
He rolled over onto his back and stared up at the rough wooden beams of the bunkhouse ceiling. That first time he’s seen her, ah, but she’d been an eyeful….
He’d been in Montana Territory for a month or so—he and his Federal troops. He and his men had fought skirmishes with the Rebs, following some of them even as far west as Montana Territory. That day, the summer sun had burned overhead and he had been dog-tired from chasing down some marauders wearing ragtag uniforms of gray. The marauders escaped, and Justin and his men had hobbled their horses in preparation for an overnight camp in a grassy field.
Then he’d heard pounding hoofs, heard her before he spotted her. She came riding toward him, galloping fearlessly on a big chestnut mare, her thick brown hair flying behind her, sitting on that horse as sure as any seasoned cavalry soldier. The mare was spirited, too, but the girl had held that mare, and she brooked no sass from the horse, he could see that.
“Sir!” she called. She sounded breathless, as though she had just made love, or so his fantasy told him, but he knew it was from the quick gallop across the fields. “My father, Mr. William Hawley, late of Pennsylvania, conveys his most cordial invitation to you and your men. He invites you all to a fine dinner this very evening, given in your honor as brave fighting men of the Union.”
Reminded of the war, Justin glanced down at his blue lieutenant’s uniform, his buttons no longer as shiny as they’d been when he’d headed out from Virginia a lifetime ago. His soul was no longer as shiny either, truth be told. Fighting and killing had taken the shine from those buttons. As for his soul—well, there wasn’t much hope there. Not when the Good Book said “Thou shalt not kill,” and Justin had done so, many times over.
Then he glanced back up and looked into the most beautiful hazel eyes he’d ever seen in his life. Thick brown lashes framed her green-brown eyes. Her cheeks were bright with the excitement of the ride. An angel.
There was an innocence, a cleanness that sparkled in those hazel eyes. She had no doubts about her soul, he could tell.
He swallowed. His men were tired, and the last thing they needed was to be the entertainment at some rich man’s dinner, but he wanted to see her again. “Miss Hawley, please thank your father for the invitation. We will be proud to visit.”
“Seven sharp,” she said then. “Our camp is across the field.” She’d pointed to several covered wagons in the distance, near a stand of cottonwoods by the river. Then she wheeled the mare around. He was still watching her, as though struck dumb. She gave him a happy little wave of her hand before she dug her heels into the mare’s sides and raced off back across the field.
His men had been treated to a fine dinner that night, though what they ate he could not remember, so besotted was he with the beautiful daughter of their host. Justin had been unable to take his eyes off her. She was a feast for his eyes, and for his tired, sick soul.
Thoughts of her had sustained him through the remainder of the war and its aftermath. After he’d sold the plantation, he’d returned to Montana Territory determined to find her….
Well, he’d found her, all right. The sick knot in his stomach told him he wished to God he hadn’t.
Chapter Two
Amberson bent over the hot wood stove, stirring a pan of thick cornbread. While the baby napped upstairs, she had come downstairs to the kitchen to prepare the main meal of the day for the ranch hands. She wiped at her forehead. Cooking for sixteen men was a huge task.
She heard the clump of boots on the porch and recognized Richard’s step. He had kept to himself in the four days since his return. She, in turn, had said little to him. The strain between them could be tolerated, she thought, if they did not speak to one another.
Richard walked in, followed by some men.
“When you going back to the freight line, boss?” asked Whiskers, a grizzled, bewhiskered, weathered man who’d worked for Richard for ten years. For a lark, Whiskers had ridden on the cattle run up from Texas. Usually, he worked on the freight lines as a mule skinner.
Richard owned several freight hauling lines, manned by tough men who cursed the mules and oxen to make them run faster and pull the big loads. His men drove wagonloads of goods to the army outposts. Sometimes his mule skinners hauled loads to the mining towns between Gunpoint and Bozeman or Butte.
“Tomorrow,” answered Richard with a yawn. “I’ve got to put a new crew on the run to the fort. Got another military contract. Want to go?”
Whiskers shrugged. “Sure.”
There were several grunts of approval at Richard’s news. It meant the men would have something better to do than ride herd on Richard’s new cattle.
For Amberson, it meant relief that Richard would not be around. Their marriage, she thought, wiping at her sticky forehead, seemed as thick and unmoving as this cornbread she was trying to stir.
But what could she do? She had the baby; how else would she take care of him? If her parents were still alive, she would go to them. And if Kingsley, her brother, was here, she would go to him. But he was gone too. Not dead, of course, but headed west. The very day her parents were killed, he ran off. He’d said something about going to a town in California, but she’d seen the fear in his eyes. He was running scared.
She paused, straining to remember the name of the town he’d said he was going to. Bodie. That was it. She shook her head sadly. She’d heard somewhere that Bodie was a rough town. She hoped her brother could take care of himself, impulsive as he was.
Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of men laughing as they sat down. She reached for a cup to pour hot coffee for Whiskers.
Richard’s voice boomed out behind her. “Did you know that Harbinger is getting married? He’s come to Montana to fetch his bride.”
Amberson jerked, and scalding coffee spilled over her hand. She winced in pain.
“You all right, Missus Rowan?” asked Whiskers in concern.
Amberson tightened her lips and bit back a cry. She shook her head, trying to tell him she was fine. She ran over to the sink and plunged her hand into a pot of cold water.
“Should warn you, though, Harbinger,” continued Richard, “that marriage is a highly overrated institution. Isn’t it, dear?” he sneered nastily at Amberson.
She colored and brought her stinging red hand to her mouth, turning away, not bothering to dignify his rude comment with an answer. A baby’s cry came from upstairs.
She handed the soup ladle to Whiskers. “See that the men get their food,” she ordered, and hurried from the room.
She refused to look at Richard as she went past. Her way was momentarily barred by Justin Harbinger; his cool green eyes bored into hers. They held neither shame nor explanation. She snapped at him without thinking. “I’m sure Mr. Harbinger will have a very fine marriage!”
Mortified at how bitter she sounded, she raced from the room and up the stairs. What was the matter with her? Who cared if he was getting married? She certainly did not!
She picked up Baby Gerald and hugged him to her. He was crying and waving his arms. Tears slipped from her eyes as she calmed the baby and her own wildly beating heart.
Married! He couldn’t be getting married. Why, she’d thought, wanted….No! She buried her face in her son’s little chest. She had been a fool to think she’d wanted to marry Justin Harbinger.
The baby sobbed. “There, there,” she soothed him. “Baby is awake. Mama will take care of you.”
Would she? Could she? How would she take care of him, in a crumbling marriage, thousands of miles from anyone she knew? How would she?
Amberson ignored the insistent questions pounding in her head and laid the baby on the bed to change him. When she was done, she picked him up again. She held him close and breathed in his warm baby scent. Oh, he smelled good. Thank God she had Gerald.
Feeling calmer now, she carried Gerald down the stairs.
The men were eating at the tables, the talk going back and forth. Richard and Justin Harbinger sat at one table and appeared to be engaged in serious conversation.
She glanced at the two of them, their heads together, talking, and a sense of uneasiness assailed her. It did not bode well for her that they appeared to be such good friends.
Amberson walked over to a table and set her bowl down beside Whiskers and Beau.
“How did you happen to meet Mr. Harbinger?” she asked as casually as she could. Whiskers kept on eating his beef sausage and beans, slurping out of a big spoon. Amberson wondered if anyone was going to answer her question. Beau, a dwarf who had been with Richard for two years, said hesitantly, “Mr. Harbinger saved Mr. Rowan’s life.”
“He did?” said Amberson in surprise.
The dwarf nodded as he continued to eat, with better manners than his bewhiskered neighbor exhibited.
Whiskers lifted his head, wiped his mouth with the back of a hand, and said, “Yup. Mr. Rowan was down on all fours, the cattle was stampedin’ at him, and out of nowhere this fella comes and swoops him up, just seconds before them cattle tromped him. Thought he was goner, f’ sure.”
“A goner,” confirmed Beau.
“Oh.” Amberson pondered this for awhile. No wonder Richard was being so kind to Justin. He’d saved his life.
Whiskers let out a resounding burp. “Beggin’ your pardon, Missus Rowan,” he said sheepishly when she jumped at the noise, “but I sure do like the sausage.”
She smiled faintly. “I’m so glad.”
The baby gurgled a little and watched her out of big blue eyes.
“That kid is gonna be in the saddle next week,” said Sandy, one of the younger cowhands who was named after his hair color. “Your boy’s growin’ that much!”
She nodded, pleased at the exaggerated compliment. She glanced up as Justin leaned forward to cut up a chunk of sausage, using a strange black knife. His big hands moved easily and she flushed as she recalled just how easily those hands had moved on her body. And oh, how easily she had given herself to him!
Her lips tightened. Never again, she told herself ominously. Never, ever again! To distract herself, she asked Whiskers sharply, “What is that odd knife that Mr. Harbinger uses?”
Unfortunately for her, there happed to be a lull in the conversation at that very moment and her words sounded unnaturally loud in the silence. Several men turned to look at her, including Richard and Justin.
Amberson clutched the baby tightly and wanted to slide under the table to avoid all the eyes looking at her. However, she lifted her chin and waiter, her heart pounding.
“This odd knife,” said Justin, in an even voice, “has a deer antler handle and a blade made of black obsidian, a glasslike, sharp rock. I received the knife from a Union soldier who told me it could only be used for protection, for good works, or for healing. I reckon cutting up sausage fits somewhere in there, don’t you, Mrs. Rowan?”
There was amused laughter among the men, and she flushed anew. Did anyone else besides herself hear the contempt in his voice as he said her name?
“That Union soldier,” she reported, “another man whose life you saved, I presume?” Her voice was as cold as she could make it.
“Unfortunately, no ma’am,” Justin answered, his voice like the wind off a glacier. “He died.”
Words choked in her throat. She could feel the men staring at her. “I—I’m sorry to hear that, sir.”
“Are you?”
She wanted to dump a bowl of beans and sausage over his head. She was not the cruel-hearted woman he implied.
The men went back to eating.
Amberson snapped her mouth shut, thinking frantically of how she could skewer Justin. “I’m sure your new bride is eager to see you—and your knife, Mr. Harbinger. What a truly lovely present it will make for her!” She hoped he heard the heavy sarcasm in her voice. He straightened, and any trace of amiability in his voice was gone. “I killed a man with this knife, Mrs. Rowan. In the war,” he said soberly. “I won’t be giving it to my bride.”
His bride. Hard to believe how the words could hurt. Amberson swallowed. So, he was getting married. She could not believe it. Could not accept it. Yet it was true.
Why do you have such a difficult time seeing the man for what he truly is? She demanded herself. He is a conniving, double-dealing seducer of women! She wanted none of him. None!
“Let us hope your bride can appreciate what a truly honorable man you are,” she sneered.
Richard was looking at her rather strangely. So were the other men.
Justin Harbinger regarded her silently, his eyes glittering green stones.
Beau cleared his throat, “Uh, Missus Rowan? More coffee?”
She looked at him blankly. “Coffee?” She glanced around at the watching men and met fifteen pairs of inquisitive eyes. Oh, heavens! She had made a perfect spectacle of herself!
“Yes, more coffee, please,” she said quietly to Beau and found herself inordinately grateful to the dwarf when he poured her a fresh cup. She brought it to her lips and drank, and only returned the cup to the table when she again heard the deep murmurings of male conversation.
As soon as she could, she took the baby and fled upstairs.
Chapter Three
“If it wasn’t for the dang money, I wouldn’t stay,” muttered Justin Harbinger as he swung the ax. The sharp blade bit into the fence post word. “Hell, I should leave. To hell with the money. He can’t pay me enough to look at that woman every day.”
But he had accepted the job, and Richard Rowan was paying Justin a good wage. Most cowhands barely eked out a living.
It was decent of Rowan to hire him and decent of him to pay him a fair wage, and he should dang well take his eyes off Rowan’s wife, Justin told himself.
He went back to working on the fence post. Several of the cowhands chopped at fence posts nearby. Richard Rowan couldn’t fence in all the land his cattle roamed, but he had insisted on fencing the acres he did own, and who was Justin to tell him any different?
He swung the ax again and again, feeling the stretch of his muscles with each blow. As long as he was chopping the fence post wood, he didn’t have to look at Mrs. Richard Rowan. Or her baby. Who were right now sitting in the shade under the spreading branches of a lodgepole pine at the side of the house. Amberson played with the baby, bouncing him on her long, outstretched legs. She sang to him too.
Justin sweated, and it wasn’t from the heat of the sun or the work of chopping. No, it was much worse. It was from the ordeal of looking at the woman, and especially at the baby, a constant reminder of how she betrayed him. What he really wanted to do, Justin decided, was to throw down the ax, jump on Samson, his horse, and ride off. What was he here for, anyway? There wasn’t enough money on earth to pay him for the misery he was going through.
Now she was putting the baby in the wicker basket he slept in.
Justin threw down his ax and reached for his canteen. He popped the cork off the top, brought the canteen to his lips, threw back his head, and drank great, cooling draughts of water. Just as he was shoving the cork back in, Richard Rowan came charging out of the house.
Justin watched in surprise as Rowan stormed down the porch steps and marched over to where Amberson sat. Yanking her by the arm, he propelled her to her feet. Evidently the baby was fast asleep in his basket because he did not cry out. Rowan dragged Amberson back into the house and slammed the door.
Frowning, Justin went back to chopping the fence posts. Loud shouts issued forth from the house. Rowan’s deep voice and Amberson’s higher, screaming voice were in terrible counterpoint to one another. The words were not civil, nor was the tone. Justin wondered if they did this all the time.
“I told you to stop spending so freightin’ much money on yourself!” he heard Rowan yell.
Justin kept chopping through Amberson’s shrill answer. Grimly, he told himself she deserved it. She deserved to be in such a marriage for the way she had treated him.
They continued yelling. What is Rowan's problem? wondered Justin. She has wealthy parents. She can afford to buy whatever clothes she wants for herself—and the baby. What’s Rowan’s complaint? Not every man is fortunate enough to marry a rich woman.
Justin glanced around at the other ranch hands. They chopped wood steadily, ignoring the sounds from the ranch house. More yelling, and still the ranch hands worked, giving no sign they’d heard anything louder than the occasional bird call.
Uneasily, Justin returned to his chopping. Suddenly he noticed there was silence. No yells, no screams, nothing.
The door opened and Amberson tottered down the stairs, smoothing her hair and rubbing one cheek. She scurried over to the tree and peeked in the basket. She sat back, surreptitiously wiping her eyes.
Just set his jaw grimly. Crying was she? He tamped down his rising concern. Amberson Hawley Rowan deserved to be in a miserable marriage. He would not feel sorry for her—no matter how much her husband yelled at her. Or she at him, for that matter.
The door opened again and this time Rowan barged out. He stomped down the steps and threw himself on his big buckskin horse, already saddled and waiting, idly swatting flies with its black tail. Rowan yanked the horse’s head around, dug in his heels, and galloped down the dusty road as if pursued by a stampeding bull.
Justin paused in his chopping and watched the dust spiral up. Rowan made a turn at the end of the long fence and headed toward the town of Gunpoint.
Justin glanced around. The other men continued chopping; no one looked up, no one paused. It was as if nothing had happened. And very little had happened, Justin assured himself. The boss had had a fight with his wife. No big deal. Justin went back to chopping. She deserved a miserable marriage. No doubt about that.
Looked like that was what she had, all right. A miserable marriage. Too bad for the kid, though. Shame for the baby to be trapped between fighting parents.
Justin glanced over at the tree once more. She was sitting by the basket, starring into it, one hand resting on her cheek. The sad look on her face wrenched his heart. Stop it, he warned himself. She deserves it. And that’s that!
Soon the chopping of wood was the only sound.
Chapter Four
The ranch hands sat at the kitchen tables eating the evening meal of potato cakes, ham, and vegetables that Amberson had prepared. She’d picked the potatoes and carrots from her own garden at the back of the house.
Richard was leaving tomorrow and she would be glad to see him go.
But this evening, he was in the town of Gunpoint. And she knew what he was doing there. Everyone else on the ranch knew, too. Everyone but Justin Harbinger, and she would die before she would tell him what Richard was up to.
She was just glad none of the men had seen her crying beside the baby’s basket after that fight with Richard. She felt so ashamed now, just thinking about it. She had screamed back at him, trying to defend herself against his baseless accusation that she spent too much money. She spent very little. She and the baby had to have clothes. Why did Richard begrudge her the few dollars it took for her to clothe herself?
But she knew why, had known for some time. When he had first married her, he’d thought he was marrying a wealthy heiress. She had tried to tell him, tried to warn him that she was penniless, but he’d already heard rumors about her father’s great wealth. Heard that her father had made a pile of money back in Pennsylvania, before the family had headed west. Richard preferred to believe the rumors over anything his new bride said.
But there was no money. Everything her family had owned had been invested in that ill-fated wagon train. Bad luck had dogged her father’s wagon train from the very start. Some of their wagons had been swept away at the river crossing; some had been accidentally burned, their contents destroyed. The last, most terrible thing to happen was when their wagon train had been attacked by rampaging Indians. Everything was burned and what little was left was stolen.
Amberson and her brother, Kingsley, had barely escaped in a mad, wild ride across the prairie. When they’d returned, after the Indians rode away, the burned wagons and the dead bodies of her parents sent Amberson into shock and grief.
So now she had nothing. Nothing. She’d told Richard that, even before they married, but he hadn’t believed her. He didn’t think women knew about business or how to count. He didn’t believe her until the Pinkerton man he’d hired and sent back to Pennsylvania returned to Montana to confirm that, yes indeed, the Hawley family was penniless.
Well, now Richard believed her, she thought grimly. And he took every occasion to throw her poverty in her face. He could stay in Gunpoint for all she cared.
“Some rustlers took Mr. Ridley’s cattle, I heard,” said one of the men. Standing at the wood stove, Amberson restlessly flipped some potato cakes, the men’s talk interrupting her thoughts.
“That’s the second time this month,” said another ranch hand. “Them rustlers are getting’ bold. Last time they rustled some cattle off the Double M Ranch. Old Man McManus was right sore when he came back and found his cows missin’.”
“You’d be, too, if they was your cattle,” commented Beau.
Some of the men laughed, but Whiskers said somberly. “Mr. Rowan better watch out. This here’s a big spread and he’s got the most head of cattle of any ranch around. Heck, Old Man McManus and Ridley had a piddlin’ amount of cows. One sweep through their places and those rustlers will have cleaned ‘em out.”
“Mr. Rowan is gone a good part of the time, too. The rustlers might find easy pickings here,” commented Beau.
No one said anything to that, but a chill ran down Amberson’s spine. She quickly straightened. She would not let rustlers frighten her.
“Mr. Rowan has left me in charge of the ranch,” came a deep voice. “He left me a few hands to keep watch for rustlers. Y’all want to join us, Whiskers?”
Amberson flushed at the sound of Justin’s voice. It was from the heat of the stove, she told herself.
“Naw.” Whiskers shook his head. “I’d rather be a mule skinner any day than follow around a bunch of cows.”
Justin shrugged. “Suit yourself.”
The men’s talk faded as they went out the door. Amberson heard footsteps approach her at the stove and the stop. She knew who waited behind her.
“Where’s your husband, Mrs. Rowan?” came a sneering whisper. “I notice he doesn’t spend much time with you, does he?”
She tightened her lips and turned. No one was paying her any attention and she would not allow Justin to speak to her this way.
“It’s none of your business where Richard is,” she hissed.
He smiled down at her, but his green eyes were angry. “You married a man who doesn’t stick around. What did you marry him for?”
“That is none of your business, either!” She wanted to screech at him but didn’t dare for fear of drawing the other ranch hands’ attention to them.
“His money? Was that it? A big spread like this. A freight line operation. He makes money, all right. What’s the matter? Wasn’t your daddy’s money enough for you? How much money do you need, anyway?”
The contempt in his green eyes almost undid her resolve not to explain anything to him. But she couldn’t. It was he who owed her an explanation!
“You ask an awful lot of questions for a man who is about to be married,” she sneered back, marveling that she’d found the strength to return his attack. “And just who is the unfortunate woman who is your bride-to-be? I do pity her.”
Justin looked taken back and she felt a little blaze of triumph. “Does she know she’s getting a shiftless saddle bum for a husband?” needled Amberson.
Justin’s eyes widened at her words and she wanted to hug herself in joy for the blow she’d dealt him.
“She’s no one you know,” he said, his voice low and strong. “No one you know at all.”
“Not fit for my company, is she?” asked Amberson sweetly, wondering where this witchiness in her had come from. Amazed that she was capable of dealing a blow to a man she has once loved—no, not loved—thought she loved.
His narrowed eyes assessed her. “As a woman who married the first rich man who came along, you are in no position to insult people.”
“Get out of my way,” she said through gritted teeth, pushing past him to the counter.
She stared at the water bucket, trying to gather her wits. A minute later, when she glanced behind her, Justin was gone. The nerve of that man! How dare he speak to her like that? How dare he!
Trembling from their encounter, she headed upstairs to see the baby. Gerald had taken a late nap and she must wake him or he’d be so well rested he’d be awake until midnight.
She stared down at the baby in the crib until her trembling stopped. She took a deep breath. “Gerald,” she said gently, her heart softening as it always did when she looked at his sparse sandy hair and plump little cheeks. “Gerald, time to wake up.” She leaned down and kissed his warm cheek as he stirred. She smiled. “Time to get up, big boy,” she cooed.
He awoke and looked at her, slowly blinking his big blue eyes. She swept him up into her arms. Lord, how she loved this child. He was the only good thing in her life and she loved him dearly.
She nursed Gerald, changed him and took him back downstairs. Mercifully, the kitchen was empty. The men had left to do their chores before turning in for the night.
She set about cleaning the kitchen, leaving Gerald in a corner on a blanket. She talked to him as she washed the dishes. She didn’t pay any attention to the footsteps she heard on the porch until the door opened. She swung around, expecting to see Richard.
It was Justin.
“One more thing,” he growled, walking up to her. He stood in front of her and she resisted the impulse to shrink away from him. “Does your father approve of your marriage?”
She gaped at him. “What are you talking about?”
“Your father. Does Mr. Hawley approve of your marrying a man who never spends time around you?” He grasped her arm.
He didn’t know. She wished suddenly that she was able to tell him in a better way, a better place. “My father,” she stated dully, “is dead. So is my mother.”
She saw the stricken look in Justin’s eyes, the bloodless color of his face.
It's better this way, she told herself. Sympathy between them would be deadly. To her.
He whirled and left the kitchen.
She stared at him, wanting to call him back…to explain. But in the end, all she could do was croak, “Dead. They’ve been dead for over a year.”
Why, suddenly, did she feel even more alone?
Chapter Five
Two weeks later
Amberson stood in her bedroom and stared through the white lace curtains at the ranch yard below. But she did not see the ranch yard. Instead, she saw that long-ago moonlit night…
...She remembered looking into Justin’s green eyes, then glancing swiftly away. It took greater courage than she had to look into those green eyes that challenged her, eyes that wanted her.
Justin lifted her chin. “Are you afraid of me?” he asked in a low, warm voice.
She shook her head. And, in truth, she wasn’t afraid of him. She trusted him. He’d always been kind to her. He spoke often with her father, with her mother….No, she wasn’t afraid of him.
“What then?” he pressed, his voice sending a shiver through her.
She was afraid of…what? Herself? Of how much she wanted him? Of what to do?
When she didn’t say anything, he waited. Then he reached for her hand. She felt his warm fingers on hers. Felt the strength of him.
“I—I must get back,” she said, brushing her hair out of her eyes with her other hand. “My—my parents will be asking for me….”
“Hush,” he whispered. “Just stay a little longer….”
He was lonely. She could hear it in his voice. A matching loneliness rose in her. Was this what it was like when you found the man you loved? When you found the man who would love you and stay with you forever? She didn’t know. Some part of her sensed that she was too young to even know herself, never mind what another human being might think. But she thought maybe, just maybe, this was what it was like when you found him. That he was the one.
She let him lead her over to a log. He took off his jacket and laid it down on the grass so that they could sit and rest their backs against the log.
In the weak moonlight, she could see the outline of his broad shoulders in his pale shirt. His military uniform fit him well, she thought. When they sat down, she could still feel the warmth of him emanating from his jacket.
“It’s a beautiful night,” he said.
“Yes,” she whispered. She stared up at the round white globe of moon. He put an arm around her shoulders and she relaxed against him.
He plucked her hand from where it rested on his jacket and raised her fingers to his lips. As he kissed them, she leaned toward him, yearning…yearning, for what she did not know…..The scent of him filled her nose. It was a heady smell of man, exciting…
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