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Prologue

March 1887

 


Liberty
Garrison Ross momentarily straightened from her task and leaned on
the shovel handle, flexing her back. Her skirt was solid mud from
waist to hem. Wincing at the fire in her hands, she lifted them to
look at the blisters forming on her palms. She hadn't thought to
put on her worn gloves before she came out here. Small
wonder.

A chill breeze came up and caught the long
ends of her hair, flapping them across her face. The late March sun
glared off blinding patches of snow that remained on the ground and
still blanketed the surrounding hills. Out there, she knew, lay the
rotting carcasses of thawing cattle, frozen on their hooves by
successive blizzards that had howled over this land continually
since November. She was a stranger here, but still, by this time of
year, she would have expected to detect the scent of spring. It
wasn't there.

She glanced down at the open trench in front
of her. In one corner, a bit of white sheet protruded through the
dark soil. It gleamed up from the bottom of the pit under the noon
sun. Creeping hysteria closed in, making her heart jump, and the
threat of tears burned behind her eyelids again. She dashed a
shaking, muddy hand across them. She had to hold together a little
longer, the worst part was over. She had only to finish filling the
hole.

Don't think, she ordered herself, just dig.
If she gave this too much thought, she'd run screaming through the
winter-beaten range lands. Here, death and hardship lurked like the
vultures circling the lifeless cattle.

Libby sank the shovel blade into the
dwindling pile of heavy, water-soaked dirt that she'd erected while
digging Ben Ross's grave. It was hard to remember that he had been
her husband—she had never felt married to him. And not just because
she'd been his wife for only four months before he died of
pneumonia.

She lifted the shovel with effort. She had
never buried anyone before. In Chicago, there were people whose
business it was to handle such matters as funerals and interment.
But this wasn't the city. It was the frontier. And since coming to
Montana last September, Libby had done a lot of things she'd never
expected to do.

Try though she might to make her mind a
blank, she couldn't shut out the reality of what she was doing, and
what had led her to this. Shuddering sobs began working their way
up her throat, and she frantically pushed soil into the hole,
working faster and faster.

She'd get away from this uncivilized,
godforsaken place if it was the last thing she did. Life in Chicago
had been a heartache.

In Montana, it was hell.


Chapter One

 


Libby Ross
stepped out and carefully closed the door behind her, making
certain it latched. It was a senseless exercise, she knew, but she
performed it just the same.

At this early hour, it was cold here on the
rough, narrow porch. During the winter, this side of the house had
remained in shadows most of the day, even when the sun shone. That
fact had served her well for the past month, especially when the
ground had still been frozen—

At the thought, her hand tightened
spasmodically on her satchel, the one she'd arrived with last
September. She hadn't come here with much except hope, and in some
ways it felt as though she were leaving with even less.

Overhead, in a sky that seemed to have no
end, clouds crowded out the sun. Libby took away with her only
those personal items she’d brought last fall, and packed them in
her trunk after hoisting it on the rickety buckboard. She also
carried Ben’s Winchester, which she would keep for protection. She
didn't have much skill with the weapon, but she supposed if faced
with the need to use it, she’d figure it out fast enough. Nothing
else in the house was of any interest or help to her. A few broken
pieces of furniture and a hodgepodge of worthless stuff collected
over Ben's lifetime of austere bachelorhood—these were her widow’s
dower.

She climbed onto the buckboard and picked up
the lines, looking down at the skinny roan it had taken her over an
hour to hitch. He was a sorry-looking thing, and she worried about
him making the trip to the town of Heavenly. That the gelding had
survived the winter was a miracle for which she was profoundly
grateful; he was her only transportation out of here.

But Libby knew she would have walked,
even crawled on her knees if she’d had to, just to escape from
here, and Montana. She didn't have much money, but surely she had
enough to buy a stagecoach ticket to somewhere outside this territory. That was her
immediate goal. Where she was going, and what she’d do when she got
there were worries to put off for later.

It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was the best
her numbed mind could devise. Her first destination was Heavenly,
the nearest town, fifteen miles to the east. She'd seen it only
once, and that had been last fall when she arrived on the stage. As
she stood in the street blinking against the sun, to her city-bred
eyes it had been a crude, disappointing outpost with a saloon and a
few stores that rose from the sagebrush. But after months of seeing
no other landscape but empty, snow-covered prairie, in her mind’s
eye Heavenly, Montana, had achieved the stature of its
namesake.

Pointing the horse toward the road, she
didn’t look back at the shabby hovel where she’d spent the
grueling, interminable winter. But she spared just a brief glance
at Ben’s grave. Yesterday, after finishing his burial, she'd marked
it with a clumsy cross. It was made from two wooden spoons, lashed
at their intersection with a tie from one of her aprons. It wasn't
fancy, but it was the best she could do, and as much as he deserved
for the lies he'd told her to bring her here.

On both sides of the road leading away from
the ranch, the grassland was sparsely dotted with the mangy brown
coats of dead cattle, revealed by the melting snow. She shivered in
the face of the chill wind. It seemed like she never was warm
enough anymore.

She bowed her head for an instant against the
pain of knowing she was totally alone in the world. Then she
flapped the reins on the horse's back to hurry her leave-taking
from this place.

*~*~*

Under the halfhearted sun, Heavenly, Montana,
was a disappointing sight. Libby glanced around as her tired horse
stumbled down the street, and her inflated notion of the town
fizzled away like a drop of water on a hot stove. Many of the
buildings were tall and narrow, a design she’d found peculiar to
the western towns she’d seen on her way out here. It made no sense
to her—they had more room out here than they could use, but the
structures were high and cramped. These were made from rough-sawn
planking, and looked neglected.

It was late afternoon, and her arms felt as
heavy as granite. They’d already ached from digging Ben’s grave
yesterday. Driving the horse fifteen miles over rough, nearly
nonexistent roads had just about finished her off. She had no
experience with reins and several times all three of them—horse,
buckboard, and she—would have left the path had the gelding not
been smart enough to correct Libby’s errors. At least she’d
remembered to wear gloves today, and it was a good thing—inside the
leather, her hands were still raw.

Still, she thought, looking around again,
there was life here, and people. She hadn’t talked to another
person besides Ben since last fall. And he hadn’t been very
talkative, at that. Especially toward the end.

Signs along the muddy street marked the
establishments of a barber, a gunsmith, a feed store, an assay
office, a “painless” dentist, a hotel, and the saloon. At least the
town had a hotel, although what little money she possessed wouldn’t
last long if she had to spend more than one night there.

At the halfway point of the thoroughfare,
Libby’s eyes lit on Osmer’s Dry Goods. She remembered the stage
driver telling her that Osmer’s sold the tickets. With clumsy
maneuvering, she pulled the wobbling buckboard to a stop and sighed
with relief. Wrapping the lines around the brake handle, she
climbed down. Every muscle she owned was stiff.

God only knew what she looked like after her
daylong trip. She hadn’t secured her hat very well and somewhere
along the way, it had blown off, taking her best hat pin with it.
She glanced down at her clothes. At least the roads hadn't been
dusty, and aside from being wrinkled, her dark skirt was still
fairly clean. She smoothed the front of her jacket and, taking a
deep, steadying breath, set off toward Osmer’s.

Three cowboys lounged at the hitching rail in
front of the place, apparently engaged in a deep discussion. As she
approached them, snatches of their conversation floated to her.

“—and I hope we can do somethin’ about
it before Mr. Hollins gets back. Elsewise, he’s like to have a fit
when he hears what we done,” one of them reflected glumly. He
leaned his tall, spare frame against the rail and crossed his
ankles, making his spurs clink.

“Aw, he woulda done the same thing if he was
here,” the second cowboy replied. He had the bushiest mustache
Libby had ever seen. He looked up from the cigarette he was
rolling, his hat shifting when he raised his brows. “Maybe worse—he
mighta shot that damned potato-head.”

“Charlie's right. Tyler will understand,” the
youngest of the three offered, sounding the most confident. “I
don't know why you two think he’s so fearsome. It ain’t like he'll
flay our hides off.”

The mustachioed one licked the seam of the
tidy roll of tobacco and twisted the ends. “Yours, he won't, Sass.
You ain’t old enough yet to really get him riled, but he expects
the rest of us to know better. If we don’t, we're up to our asses
in—

“—oh, a-afternoon ma’am!”

Catching sight of Libby, the two older ones
lurched to attention and turned a ripe shade of crimson. They
scraped their hats off their heads and held them against their
chests as though watching a funeral cortege pass. Their spurs rang
and there was general shuffling as they made a path for her on the
sidewalk. The youngster gawked at her with respectful awe until the
lean, leathery cowboy reached over and whipped off the youngster’s
hat impatiently. He shoved it into the boy’s hands, and delivered a
sharp poke to his ribs. With this silent reprimand, he shut his
gaping mouth and straightened like the other two.

Libby nodded in acknowledgment and continued
to Osmer’s door, unable to suppress her smile. The West was a
crude, uncivilized wilderness, but at least some of the people were
polite.

*~*~*

“Passed away? Old Ben Ross?” Nort Osmer
stared at Libby across his counter, slack-jawed. “I know he's been
poorly in the last year or so, but— Well, I
swan . . . ”

The general store was redolent with the
clashing odors of jerked beef, tobacco, tanned leather, coffee, and
a vague floral scent. A row of jars filled with colorful candy sat
on the counter. Libby’s eyes lingered on the candy—she hadn’t eaten
since noon, and the skimpy meal had consisted of only a piece of
bread and a hunk of dried beef. Sneaking a surreptitious glance
around her, Libby noted a jumble of merchandise on display, some
items with fur still attached. This was all so different from the
elegant department stores in Chicago—not that she'd had the money
to shop in them. But she’d looked in their windows often enough
over the years.

“Had you known my husband long, Mr.
Osmer?” she inquired, more out of politeness than real interest.
The word husband stuck in her
throat.

He blinked at her, obviously still
assimilating the news of Ben’s death. He was a mild-looking man
with small, pale eyes and reddish brown hair.

“Yes’m, since I was a boy. He’s been coming
in from the time my pa owned this place. We were surprised as all
get-out when we heard he took a wife.”

Libby wasn't sure who “we” were, but assumed
he meant the townspeople. Osmer paused here, looking at her with
curiosity.

“No offense intended, ma’am—uh, Mrs. Ross,
but an old cowhand like Ben, set it his ways and all, well, he
didn't seem like the type to marry. Especially to a lady so much
younger than him.”

His remark only reinforced Libby’s
suspicions. Ben Ross had been looking for a nurse, not a wife. And
how could she respond to the shopkeeper’s observation? Admit that
she'd been so desperate to leave her hometown that she'd traveled
over thirteen hundred miles to meet a man who’d duped her? No. She
merely nodded.

“It all happened so suddenlike,” he went on,
“you coming to town and getting married at the sheriff’s office. We
didn’t get to meet you before Ben whisked you back to his place.
Then winter set in, snowing blue murder. Did the weather treat
Ben’s place badly?”

Again, a grim picture of death, dead cattle,
dead horses, dead land—wound tiredly through her mind Libby nodded.
“I don't believe I'd seen another living thing besides my horse
till I got to town.” She thought a sympathetic look crossed the
man's bland face.

Nort Osmer straightened and put out his hand.
“Well, welcome to Heavenly, ma’am. I’m mighty sorry we’re meeting
in sadness, but I hope you’ll be staying on.”

Libby was touched by his simple sentiment,
despite her weariness, and shook hands with him. “Actually, Mr.
Osmer I’m here to buy a stagecoach ticket. Nothing much was left of
Ben’s place, and I can’t live there.”

He nodded understandingly. “To be honest,
ma’am, he never had a lot of luck with that spread. I suppose the
winter was just the last straw, so to speak.” His tone became brisk
and merchantlike. “So, that'll be one ticket to Miles City? The
stage will be here at noon tomorrow. From Miles City, you can catch
the train for wherever you’re bound.”

“Yes, that would be fine.” Just saying the
words made her feel better. And suddenly she realized where she was
headed—home, back to Chicago. She’d left in bitterness and hurt, an
impetuous decision that had cost her far more than she’d gained.
True, she was no longer welcome in the Brandauer home, but surely
her prospects would be better there than in this wilderness.

She opened her bag and brought out five
dollars. She was certain it wouldn’t be enough for a train ticket,
too, but at least she’d be closer to her goal. With the other five
dollars she held, she’d have enough to get a room at the hotel and
buy a couple of meals. “Please take it out of this.”

Nort stared at the gold coin lying on the
counter between them as though it were a nice button she’d offered
for payment. He lifted his eyes to her face. “Mrs. Ross—you’ll need
more than five dollars. A stage ticket to Miles City is a lot more
than that.”

Libby gaped back at him. She hadn’t a clue as
to how much the trip out here had cost. Ben had sent her both train
and stagecoach tickets, and she’d never traveled anywhere in her
twenty-six years till last fall. “B-but I only have ten dollars
total.” She cast about in her mind, trying to think of an
alternative. “Can I buy a ticket to another town?”

“No, ma'am, you can't go anywhere on the
stagecoach for five dollars. Or even ten.”

Libby found her problems to be piling
up quickly. Where could she go? She couldn’t drive back to Ben's
place; night would be falling in another couple of hours. She was
hungry and tired and discouraged. Besides, to return to that tiny,
confining hovel—a shudder ran through her at the very thought. No,
no, no. She couldn't go back there again, not for any reason. If
she did, she’d lose her mind. She'd rather scrub every floor in
Heavenly twice than go back
to that place. Her head came up. Work. She needed to find
work.

Libby picked up the gold coin and put it back
in her bag. She took another quick glance around the shop, trying
to decide how to broach the subject of a job. “You must know a lot
about Heavenly, Mr. Osmer. It looks as though I'll be needing to,
that is, maybe I can find work here in town.” She gestured at the
pine counter, feeling very awkward. “Could you use help here in the
store? I don’t have any experience with keeping shop, but I’m
trustworthy and I can learn.”

Nort looked like he’d swallowed one of the
big sourballs in the jar next to his hand. “Well, uh, ma’am, I mean
Mrs. Ross, after the beating we took this winter, things are pretty
quiet. I wish I could help but I don't do enough business here to
pay a clerk. And my wife, well, she wouldn’t—” He stammered a few
more words, until Libby took pity on him.

“Maybe you've heard of other work I could
do?” she asked, struggling to maintain hope. It was a formidable
task. Everything about the last few months had seemed hopeless.

“I wish I could say I had, but Heavenly is
just a little burp of a place and the only work in town for a woman
would be down at the Big Dipper.”

Libby drew a quiet breath. “The Big Dipper is
the saloon?”

He looked apologetic. “Yes, ma’am. Miss
Callie is always looking for ladies, well, that is—” Suddenly, his
attention caught on something beyond Libby’s shoulder. She turned
to see him eyeing the three cowboys outside his window. Then he
looked her over speculatively, his hand at his chin. “Say, now that
you mention it, I just might know of something.”

An apprehensive, uncomfortable feeling
brushed Libby. To be a woman alone in the world, and in a strange
place, was a chancy circumstance at best. But without resources,
she was prey to any number of dangers. A fleeting memory of a warm,
fragrant kitchen flickered through her mind, then it was gone, like
the afterglow image of lightning. Libby glanced at the door,
thinking that perhaps she should leave—while she could.

“Please don’t trouble yourself, Mr. Osmer.
I’m sorry to have taken your time.”

Osmer leaned toward her, both hands on the
counter. “Wait a minute, wait a minute. Can you cook? I mean, do
you think you could cook for a bunch of people?”

She smiled. “Cook? Oh, yes! I have a lot of
experience with that.” For a nice little restaurant, she
envisioned, or maybe at the hotel.

“All right, then. Let’s go talk to those
boys.” He nodded toward the figures on the other side of the
window. “They're with the Lodestar outfit and they’re looking to
replace the cook they run off last week.” He stepped out from
behind the counter.

“Lodestar outfit,” Libby echoed hollowly.
“You mean a ranch?”

“Yes, ma’am. It’s a big spread over near the
Musselshell River, one of the few around here that came through the
winter in passable shape. Tyler Hollins owns the place. He’s due
back tomorrow and if there's no one to put three squares on the
table, well—” Nort lifted his brows expressively. “He won't be too
happy.”

“But, uh—they ran off their last cook?” Libby
found herself being herded toward the door with Nort Osmer's hand
firmly under her elbow.

“Now, don't you fret. They’re good boys, most
of the time, and they need someone to fix them decent meals. No
fancy food, mind you, just lots of it. Cowboying is hard work.”

He opened the door to his shop and stepped
out on the walk. At the sound of the overhead bell, the three glum
men turned. Seeing Libby, once again they yanked off their hats,
and watched her with a kind of mystified fascination.

“I believe I’ve got your problem solved,
boys, but you can thank me later.” He gestured at the three
cowhands and presented them to her. Charlie Ryerson seemed to be
about her age; he was the one with the mustache. Noah Bradley, a
slightly older man, looked like he was made from hard-tanned
leather and bones. Rory Egan had an earnest young face and a light
scattering of freckles.

Nort held a hand out toward Libby. “This here
is Mrs. Libby Ross, Ben’s widow. Old Ben passed away from the
pneumonia.”

There was a murmur of self-conscious how-do
ma’ams.

“Ben Ross is gone?” Noah asked Nort, with
sidelong glances at her. He spoke in a hushed voice, as though he
were in a museum, and Libby was the exhibit

“Ben got hitched?” Charlie asked. “Old
Ben?”

“Yeah, just before the snows commenced. The
winter was pretty hard on their place. Now Mrs. Ross needs a job
for a while and she knows her way around a stove. Ain't that so,
ma’am?”

Libby smiled uncertainly into their curious,
respectful faces. “Before I came to Montana, I cooked for a family
in Chicago.”

After a brief exchange of looks among
themselves, the men’s reticence fell away. Apparently this
information elevated her to a professional status. They drew a bit
closer and all began talking at once, relating a confused but
vehement account of lousy cooking, food poisoning, and the fate of
the “potato-head” responsible for sending them all to the bunkhouse
for two days.

Charlie winced. “Yeah, we was a pitiful
sight, that’s for sure. The only reason someone didn’t shoot that
dadblasted cook is ’cause we was all too puny and weak to get out
of our bunks. It wasn’t much comfort that he got sick, too.”

“See, Mrs. Ross?” Rory spoke up. “We really
need someone to take his place. We’re not faring too good on our
own.”

“What about Mrs. Hollins? Can’t she help with
the cooking?”

The three cowboys shuffled and stammered
before Nort said, “There ain't no Mrs. Hollins, ma’am.”

“Well, but—” Libby knew she couldn’t be picky, but neither
was she certain that working for a bunch of cowboys on an isolated
ranch was the best choice she could make. And she hated the idea of
leaving this scrap of civilization to return to the loneliness of
the grasslands.

“Mr. Bradley, is it far to your ranch?” It
was hard to tell, since he was so weathered, but Libby could have
sworn the lanky man blushed. “Aw, shoot, ma’am, my pa was Mr.
Bradley. You can call me Noah. And the Lodestar’s about five or six
miles that way.” He pointed back over his shoulder toward the
northwest.

Five or six miles wasn’t nearly as bad as
fifteen. And the job was a means to her eventual escape. “Well . .
.” she wavered.

“Mr. Hollins is gonna have a flat-out
conniption if he comes back and there’s no cook,” Charlie put in.
Libby could barely see his mouth move for the luxuriant brush on
his upper lip. “Ma’am, we’re powerful sorry to hear about Ben, but
we’d be much obliged if you'd help us out.”

She looked around at the three expectant
faces, then back at Nort Osmer. The shopkeeper nodded his
approval.

“I guess we'll be doing each other a favor,”
she pondered, more to herself than to them. “You need someone to
cook for you, and I certainly need the work. I don't know how long
I'll—” But with this implied acceptance, the rest of her words were
drowned in the wild whoops from her new coworkers.

“Come on, Ma’am, we’ve got to get back to the
Lodestar. We’ve got hungry men to feed. Is that your buckboard over
there?” Not waiting for her answer, Charlie took her by the elbow
with great enthusiasm, practically lifting her feet from the plank
sidewalk with each step. “Rory, you ride on ahead and tell Joe
we're having supper tonight. Noah, tie your horse to the back of
Mrs. Ross's wagon, and climb up there to drive it,” he
directed.

Before Libby knew it, she was perched on her
wagon seat again, where she'd spent the hardest part of the long
day. Now, though, Noah sat next to her and took her roan's lines.
She had just enough time to wave good-bye to Nort Osmer before the
wagon lurched forward and pulled away from his store.

She must have lost her mind, she thought, to
be traipsing off into the wilderness again with three men she’d
just met, based on the endorsement of a dry goods clerk whom she’d
also just met. Tyler Hollins—what was he like, the owner of the
Lodestar ranch? And how would he react when he found a strange
woman in his kitchen?

In a moment, the tall, funny buildings of
Heavenly were receding behind her. And once more, Libby, with a
dozen questions in her mind, found herself heading for an unknown
destination and a future that was a complete mystery to her.

Libby shifted on the hard seat, gripping its
edge as the buckboard bounced along. Charlie Ryerson led the little
contingent. He was the Lodestar's top hand, he'd informed her with
a bit of a swagger. Noah sat next to Libby, handling the reins
expertly. Overhead the clouds were closing in, and chill gusts
ruffled the short buffalo grass growing on either side of the road.
She hoped they reached shelter before it started raining.

In her view, it seemed like days ago that
she’d set out for Heavenly instead of just this morning. The months
of nursing Ben in the confinement of his cabin had been enervating
and unpleasant, but not always as physically demanding as the tasks
she’d had to perform in the last two days. She tightened her grip
on the edge of the seat as the vehicle jounced over a rock.

“Is the ranch much farther, Mr. Brad—um,
Noah?”

“We’ll be coming to the Lodestar in another
mile ma'am.”

That was a relief, Libby thought. “Tell me
about your ranch,” she said to the leathery cowhand. “Mr. Osmer
said it’s a big place.”

Noah raised his voice to be heard over the
jingle of bridle and horses’ hooves. “Well, ma’am, the Lodestar’s
got about five thousand acres, and about thirty thousand head of
cattle grazing on open rangeland. Leastways, we did till this
winter. We figure we lost more than three-quarters of the
herd.”

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/11382
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg





