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A faithful man will abound with blessings,…

Proverbs 18:20a


Prologue

“You boys plannin’ to just stand around all day? Or do you actually intend to get some work done?” Cord Walker leaned forward, elbow on the saddle horn, reins loose in his fingers, and pinned the three of them with a stern look that did nothing to hide amusement.

Twenty-four-year-old Ben Wright intercepted grins from his twin friends, Travis and Trevor Walker. They’d neglected work, having gotten caught up in a discussion. Ben leaned against the side of the flatbed trailer next to Travis. Trevor perched thoughtfully on the stack of hay bales he was supposed to be passing to them.

“Why don’t I ask him?” Travis nodded toward Mr. Walker.

“Yeah, right.” Trevor snorted a laugh and lurched to his feet. “Like Dad isn’t compromised, too, and therefore biased.” He chuckled, grabbed the next bale, and heaved it to the edge of the trailer.

Ben got a firm grip on the bale and hefted it onto the growing stack in the barn.

“Biased about what?” Mr. Walker asked.

Travis eyed his brother.

Trevor gave him a knowing look and shrugged.

Ben bit back a grin at the silent communication between the brothers and waited to see what Travis decided. Mr. Walker was happily married with two adult children. Ben doubted he’d understand their concerns about marriage.

“Well, I’m sure you know Tim’s getting married,” Travis offered then waited for confirmation.

“Of course. I suspect everyone in the entire state of Wyoming knows that by now.”

“Exactly. It’s all he talks about to every soul he meets.” Trevor rolled his eyes and dropped a bale in front of his brother with a grunt. “The man’s obsessed. He’s totally lost himself.” He shook his head with a sympathetic frown.

“Don’t you boys like Debbie?” Mr. Walker raised a brow in surprise.

His bay mare shifted, growing restless.

He steadied her with a gentle touch of his hand.

She relaxed.

Ben envied the man his easy way with horses. I hope to be that good one day.

Travis frowned deep with disapproval. “Oh, well, she’s sweet enough, sure, but she’s completely ruined Tim.”

Trevor nodded and sighed. “If that’s what marriage does to a man, I’ll be just as happy without it.” Another bale plopped at the edge of the trailer in front of Travis.

“Same here.” Travis grunted and hauled the hay to the growing stack.

“What if God has plans for you to marry?” Mr. Walker half-grinned.

A shudder ran up Ben’s spine. Mr. Walker had aimed the question at his sons, but he might as well have included Ben in his look. I’ve already been down that road. No interest in going there again. His marriage had been an unholy nightmare. Granted, not all marriages are like that, and I’d love to have the kind of marriage Cord Walker and his wife have. I certainly don’t want another one like mine or my parents. With my family’s track record… a good marriage isn’t something I can expect. His chest tightened painfully.

“I so seldom leave the ranch, I’m not likely to meet anyone,” Trevor scoffed, dragging Ben’s attention back to the conversation. “I’ve no time to go looking for a woman, even if I wanted one. If God wants me to marry, He’ll have to bring her here and throw her right into my arms.”

Travis rolled his eyes and laughed. “Please! He’ll have to drop a woman on my head from the heavens to prove it to me.”

Even if God did all that and had her stomp on my foot, I’d never have the courage to ask her out, much less to marry me.

Ben glanced up, the quiet making him aware that everyone stared at him. He looked from one to the next as panic sailed through him. Had he voiced his thoughts out loud? Good heavens, I hope not. “What? Don’t look at me. I’ve already done the marriage thing, and you know how that worked out. I’m not eager to go there again.”

He grabbed a bale, tucking his chin to hide the sort-of lie. If I could find a good woman, and summon the courage to ask her to marry me, sure I’d love to be married, but I’m not about to risk making the same mistake twice. My judgment can’t be trusted. His marriage to Robin had proven that in stellar fashion.

“Mark my words, boys. You should be careful challenging God. He has a tendency to rise to the occasion, often when you least expect it.”

“Yeah, right.” Travis snorted.

“Mark my words.” Mr. Walker tapped the mare’s ribs with his heels and left them to finish their work.

What if Mr. Walker is right? Ben frantically considered his thoughts. Had he somehow challenged God like Travis and Trevor had? No. Nothing to worry about. He relaxed and returned to work.


Chapter 1

Friday, May 21, 2010

3 years later

 

“Um… Amber? Carrie? I think we’re lost.”

Instant dread jarred Amber Phillips upright in the passenger seat. She hadn’t meant to doze while navigating for her friend, Heather Marks. She studied the hilly, grass-covered terrain flying by the car windows.

A high mountain ridge lay ahead, suggesting they were at least going in the right direction, but the sun was behind them to the left instead of immediately to their left. Not good.

We should be going north, not northeast. Where are we?

Had Heather turned off the main road? If she hadn’t, they couldn’t be lost. If Heather had made a wrong turn, they’d end up in Timbuktu.

I don’t even know where Timbuktu is. How am I supposed to get us back on the right track from there? Have we driven as far as Montana already? I shouldn’t have fallen asleep and left us at the mercy of Heather’s horrid sense of direction.

“Where are we?” Their friend, Carrie Whitaker, stirred behind them, leaning forward to put an elbow on each of the front seats.

“I have no idea.” Tears accompanied Heather’s soft admission.

They reached the top of a rise, and Amber’s stomach fell.

A mountain range popped up on the western horizon. Coming at Yellowstone from the south, as they were supposed to be, that range should’ve been nearly behind them.

She studied the map. I should’ve grabbed a topographical map while I was at it. The road map showed no mountain range to the west of Yellowstone. However, it indicated one to the east.

“Did you make any turns?” Amber asked.

“Two or three. Maybe four. There was a detour due to an accident a couple of hours ago.”

Heather had been driving without guidance for a couple of hours? Amber suppressed a groan. “Have you seen any signs? Highway markers? Town limits? Anything?”

“Um… we drove through a couple of towns, and I saw a sign a ways back since then. I only saw ‘Mystery’ on it before I was past it. It may have been for a town. It didn’t look official though.”

“Mystery?” Amber pulled out the map of Wyoming, looking through the town and road indexes. Nothing named Mystery. Maybe it’s the name of a ranch? A chill shivered up her spine. What if we aren’t in Wyoming anymore?

They’d left Cheyenne early that morning, headed for a lodge in the Yellowstone National Park. They’d stopped in Dubois for lunch, which narrowed down the options some.

Studying the map, Amber wanted to groan. There aren’t many places along our route for Heather to get turned around, so we’re either headed for Utah or Montana. We can rule out the former, given the location of the sun. We could, however, be over the state border into Montana at this point. Still… the mountain doesn’t fit.

“Do you know what towns you drove through the last couple of hours?” Carrie asked.

“No.”

“Idea. Keep driving on this road,” Carrie offered. “We’ll run into civilization somewhere eventually. Then we’ll figure out where we are and take it from there.”

“Um… what if we run out of gas?”

Heather’s fear-etched words dragged Amber’s gaze to the gas gauge. Her friend’s fear wasn’t unfounded. The gauge read low. Heather barely stifled a sob, her eyes flooding.

Amber put a hand on her distressed friend’s shoulder and shared a worried look with Carrie. “It’s okay, Heather. If we run out of gas, this is ranching territory. We’ll just walk to one of the ranches and get help.” They’d already passed a couple of driveways that appeared well-used. Lord, let a house be within easy walking distance if we run out of gas! “I think Carrie’s right. This road must go somewhere. Let’s stay on it until we reach a town or ranch or something.”

“What about our reservation at the lodge? They won’t hold it after nine tonight if we don’t call.”

“Once we know where we are and how late we’ll be, we’ll let them know. It’s okay.” Amber forced a cheery tone and smile. Hopefully it’s that easy. She tugged her cellphone from her pocket and surreptitiously glanced at it. No bars. She peered into the back seat to see Carrie doing the same thing.

Her friend scowled.

Apparently she doesn’t have service either.

Amber shook her head with a look of warning when Carrie met her gaze. Heather doesn’t need to know we have no cellphone reception. It’ll only upset her more.

Carrie nodded.

“I’m sorry,” Heather whispered. “I should’ve wakened you when we reached that detour. I thought I only needed to follow the signs and other cars and we’d be fine.”

“It’s okay. It’s not your fault. I shouldn’t have gone to sleep on you. I’m supposed to be navigating. I’m sorry.” Amber lifted her bangs from her forehead and blew out a breath.

As they rounded a bend over another hill, a town appeared. If you can call five buildings and a couple of trailers a town. A small sign at the southern edge said simply, “Welcome to Mystery.” No date of establishment. No elevation. No population.

They aren’t kidding. It was a mystery, indeed, that anyone wanted to live there, much less had the means to make any sort of living in such a place. The paved road seemed to dead end at the far end of the two rows of buildings, with nothing more than a couple of dirt roads leading away from there. Nothing provided a clue as to whether or not they were still in Wyoming.

“Pull into the restaurant.” Carrie pointed over Heather’s shoulder at a building badly in need of painting. “We’ll have something to drink. I’m sure they can tell us where we are and how to get where we’re going.”

Amber climbed out of the car, looking around as she stretched then tugged down the hems of her black denim shorts.

The restaurant needed renovations, and it wasn’t the only one. The buildings appeared solid and sound but could stand different windows, new fascia boards, improvement of the wood walkways, and new paint and signs. The church was the only place in town in decent shape. A gas station across the street farther down offered assurance that they wouldn’t be stranded.

With work, this town could be quaint. Sparse but quaint. Some real walkways between buildings wouldn’t hurt either. The place probably turned into a mud pit when it rained. Not exactly tourist-friendly. Easy to rectify though, with the funds and enough hands to do the work. Her fingers itched to sketch and tackle such a challenging project.

“Amber, are you coming?” Carrie called.

Shaking her head at the sad condition of the town, Amber turned to deal with more important matters than remodeling a town she’d probably never see again. Where in the world are we, and how do we get to the lodge in Yellowstone?

“Good afternoon, ladies. Have a seat anywhere you’d like.” A woman, probably in her forties, waved toward the array of tables then sidled around the counter toward them with a welcoming smile. She wore a bright-white apron over fitted blue jeans and a red-checkered button-up shirt. She disappeared through a door in the back then returned to set a plate in front of a cowboy perched on a stool at the counter.

Amber scanned the room. Despite the ragged exterior of the building, the interior was in good condition. Dated but good. Everything looked clean enough to eat off of it. The employees obviously took pride in the place. Reassuring.

The waitress dug into a pocket of her apron for a pad and pen. “What can I get you ladies to drink?”

“Just water for me, thanks.” Heather slipped into a booth along the far wall from the register, drawing one foot under her and leaning against the wall, her expression still crestfallen.

Concerned gaze on their friend, Carrie took the seat opposite Heather. “Same here.”

“Would you like well water or bottled?” the waitress asked.

Amber wasn’t sure who looked more shocked by the question. Heather or Carrie. She bit back a snicker at their stunned expressions. For a moment at least, Heather had forgotten to be miserable.

“Do you have good well water?” Carrie asked.

“Some of the best around,” the waitress replied with confidence.

“That’ll work then.”

Heather nodded in agreement.

“And for you?” The waitress turned dark brown eyes on Amber.

“I’m dying for a Dr. Pepper,” Amber admitted. “Do you have any?”

“We sure do.” She hurried away to get their drinks.

Amber slipped into the seat next to Heather and spread the map on the table, studying it. “Heather, you don’t remember any of the road signs we passed?”

“I wish I did. Maybe we’d be able to get out of this mess.”

“I’m sure the waitress can help,” Carrie said without a hint of doubt.

“I’ll bet she can, too,” Amber seconded.

Not for the first time, Amber wondered at the wisdom of bringing Heather. They’d thought the time away from Chicago, the three of them hiking in Yellowstone, would get her mind off things and remind her that life had fun left in it. Maybe we should’ve sent her home to visit her mother and stepfather instead.

Heather had just broken up with her boyfriend of two years, and all she’d wanted to do was sulk, despite the fact Colin wasn’t worth sulking over. Not for a second. The fact he’d dumped her for another woman he’d been seeing on the sly for over a year proved that. Cheating jerk.

Amber still hadn’t confessed about breaking up with her boyfriend, Spencer. One breakup in their little group was enough for Heather to deal with. Although Amber hoped never to see Spencer again, as unlikely as that was to happen, Heather had actually thought he was a nice guy.

The waitress set drinks on the table, careful not to place them on Amber’s map. “My name’s Karen. Can I get you anything else? You girls hungry?”

“Um, not really.” Amber looked into the woman’s friendly face. “Can you tell me where we are? We’ve gotten lost on our way to Yellowstone.”

“Happens all the time.” Karen laughed. “I think most of my business comes from lost tourists. Other than locals,”—she pointed to the cowboy on the stool—“only two types of people tend to show up here. Those looking for adventure, and those who are lost.”

Adventure? What kind of adventure can this tiny spot on a dead-end road possibly offer? Probably best to keep the question to myself. No need to insult the locals. “I see. Well, can you show me where we are? I can’t find Mystery on the map.” She turned the map around so Karen could read it.

“Oh, you won’t find us on that map.” The waitress waved a hand and shook her head after a brief glance.

Oh, no. “Why?”

“Mystery isn’t on any map, as far as I know.” Karen leaned down to study the map then pointed at a spot in the middle of nowhere. “We’re right about there.”

“There’s not a road there.” Amber frowned. This doesn’t make any sense.

“I know. The town isn’t officially here, and the road’s not much more than a paved driveway really.”

“Excuse me?” Carrie leaned back in the booth, her brows disappearing behind her bangs.

Amber sympathized. This can’t be happening. We’re in a town that doesn’t exist on a road no one recognizes as there. Where are we? The Twilight Zone? Please. This is the real world. Things like this don’t happen in the modern world.

“I know how it sounds.” Karen chuckled. “You passed ranch driveways on the way in from the highway.”

They nodded.

“Those ranchers, plus the ones who live at the other end of town, used to share responsibility for grading the road. The town just kind of sprung up here right where the road branches to the final two ranches. A couple of years ago, the ranchers decided to get together and pave the road for easier access during bad weather. Driving on dirt roads, that’s a lot of miles. Snow and mud can make those miles even longer.”

“I’m sure they do.” Amber wanted to think it truly was logical, but the whole thing was beyond strange.

“That’s actually pretty smart.” Carrie nodded, admiration in her eyes. “Do all of you get mail delivery up here, too?”

“Nah. Since we’re not an official town, they haven’t decided we should have a post office. Our mail goes to Bondurant as general delivery. Earl runs down there once or twice a week when he needs parts or supplies for the garage, picks up the mail, and leaves it at the grocery store counter. When folks have time or run errands, they stop at the grocery and pick up their mail.”

Amber felt her chin fall but was powerless to pick it up. The woman can’t be serious. Had Heather taken a wrong turn and somehow time-warped them back to the Old West? The days of the Pony Express and stagecoach mail routes had ended long ago. The United States Post Office didn’t operate as Karen described. At least, not anymore. Do they?

“Anyway, if you go back out the way you came, the road dead ends at 191. Take a right. That will take you into Bondurant and Jackson. You shouldn’t have any trouble finding your way from there.”

“How long would it take us to get from here to Moran?”

“You could be there in a couple of hours, depending on traffic.”

Amber glanced at her watch. A couple of hours back to Moran, then another half hour or so from there to the lodge. We could easily make it with time to spare. “You know, on second thought, I’d love some pie.”

“Are you sure we have time?” Heather’s eyes widened in alarm.

“Sure. I don’t know about you, but I don’t think I can go another two-and-a-half or three hours before I eat something again. Pie will tide us over until we reach the lodge.”

 

~ ~ ~

 

“You look mighty troubled, Ben.” Pastor Avery Hodges settled in the pew in front of Ben and turned sideways to look back at him. “What’s on your mind?”

“Marriage.” No sooner had the word left his mouth than Ben wished he could snatch it back. He hadn’t meant to say that. He toyed with the brim of the worn, black felt hat perched on his knee.

“Marriage, huh? To anyone in particular, or just the subject in general?”

How should I answer that? If I tell the truth, the man will think I need medication and restraints, but I can’t very well lie to the pastor, and in church, no less. “Pastor, do you believe God still talks to people through dreams?”

Avery’s eyebrows shot up, and his eyes widened.

“I mean, there are all those examples in the Bible of Him imparting information to people and telling them what to do in dreams. Do you suppose He still does that?”

“That’s a very interesting question, indeed.” The pastor’s eyes narrowed in thought as he considered Ben, who resisted the urge to squirm in his seat. “Truth is, I believe God can communicate with us in any manner He sees fit. We put limitations on Him sometimes, but He has a way of pushing us out of our comfort zones. Why do you ask?”

It was all way outside his comfort zone, that’s for sure. Maybe I should go home and forget what’s happened the past few weeks. Maybe I can pretend the dream never occurred.

“Ben, you know, of course, that anything you and I discuss stays between us. Right?”

“I know, it’s just….” I need answers. He sighed. “About six weeks ago, I started dreaming about a woman I’ve never met. I don’t know who she is, and I don’t know what the dream means.” Conviction stabbed him. “Okay, maybe I do, but….”

“Started? So, it’s recurring?”

“I’ve had it almost every night for six weeks.” It was making him crazy. Lack of sleep had taken a toll. His concentration was shot. He’d started avoiding work to make sure he didn’t get kicked in the head by a horse or something equally painful.

“What happens in this dream?”

“She stomps on my foot then we’re dancing together at some formal event then we’re getting married.”

“I’d certainly call that a tight summary.” Avery laughed. “What does this woman look like?”

“She’s so beautiful, even in my dreams I’m tongue-tied like a twelve-year-old with a crush on the prettiest girl in school.” He rolled the brim of his hat then straightened it. “She’s tall, nearly as tall as me, but thin. Macy’s referred to women like that as ‘willowy’ a time or two.”

“With envy, I suppose.” The pastor grinned.

“You could say that.” He chuckled. His half-sister Macy tended to view herself as fat. Nothing he’d said to the contrary had made a bit of difference. She’d definitely envy the woman in his dreams. Amusement faded. He closed his eyes and envisioned her as she’d appeared at the start of the dream, in black shorts and a t-shirt in the same blue as the wild lupines that bloomed on his ranch every year. “Jet-black hair and blue eyes. Mom had this blue and white porcelain I was never allowed to touch. She’d inherited it from my grandmother. This woman’s eyes are that same rich shade of blue, and her skin reminds me of the porcelain. She looks so delicate.”

His mind wandered to the western-style, turquoise lace dress the woman wore for the formal event. Her black hair swept back from her face. The feel of her in his arms. The image shifted. Pale shoulders and arms bare. A floor-length, white wedding gown. Metallic thread wove delicate designs on the torso. Little white flowers on white ribbon laced through hair pulled up, exposing the graceful length of her neck. Her shy smile as he leaned down to kiss her, his nerves in a mess.

“Ben?”

He startled, having forgotten where he was and that he wasn’t alone. Heat flushed his neck.

“What do you think the dream means, Ben?”

He hesitated. Maybe I shouldn’t say. I could be wrong. What if I’m just having a weird fantasy about a woman I saw somewhere on the road and simply forgot about? Her image flashed through his mind again. No, he hadn’t seen her before. He’d have remembered such a beautiful face. “I think God showed me the woman I’m to marry.”

“I suspect you’re right.”

Ben blinked. “You do?” He’d hoped the man would dash that line of thinking against the rocks of reality so Ben could move on with his life. Well… sort of hoped. The ambiguity annoyed him, but he couldn’t deny the longing deep in his heart.

“Why so shocked? I told you. God can communicate in whatever way He chooses. Perhaps this is the way He chose to get His point across to you. I’m not saying when you meet this woman you should just come right out and ask her to marry you, but at least you’ll know she’s the one God sent. You’ve said before that you don’t trust your judgment after Robin.”

“I don’t. I should’ve listened to my friends when they told me, repeatedly, not to marry her.” Ben picked up his hat. “If I had, I wouldn’t have a failed marriage under my belt, and Robin would probably still be alive.”

Avery frowned. “That wasn’t your fault. No one could’ve predicted what happened. Her death may well have been inevitable, regardless of who she’d married or when.”

“Maybe.” He shrugged. “I better go. I have to see Macy before she closes the store. She has my clothes for Trevor and Ashley’s wedding.” He wrapped a hand around the brim of his hat and pushed to his feet. “I guess I’ll see you at their place. Thanks for the talk.”

“Anytime, Ben. See you tonight.”

Ben stopped outside and slapped his hat on his head then turned toward the opposite end of town. He’d left his truck parked by Macy’s store, having made the decision to go to the church between the truck and her front door. An unfamiliar car sat outside the restaurant. Probably another lost tourist.


Chapter 2

“So, are you ready to tell us how things went with Spencer the other night?” Carrie asked as they finished their pie.

“Not particularly.” Amber shot Carrie a warning look then nodded ever so slightly toward Heather. “Let’s talk about something else.”

“What about Spencer? Is he okay?” Heather asked.

“He’s fine.” She resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Leave it to Heather to be concerned first and foremost with Spencer’s welfare. We need to get her out of her codependent mindset, Lord, but how? The guys she’d dated had tended to tire of being smothered. Amber suppressed a snort. Spencer might like that though, since he wants to be the center of the universe.

“You said the other day that you thought he was ready to pop the question.”

So much for Carrie being discreet. Amber bit back a groan.

“What? You didn’t tell me that.” Heather frowned, tears forming.

Amber frowned. Shouldn’t Heather be happy about it? “You’d just broken up with Colin. I didn’t think it was a good time to discuss it.” She shot Carrie a disgusted look, which her friend summarily ignored.

“Well, did he ask you to marry him?” Carrie pushed.

“Yes.” She sighed. Might as well get it over with.

“And?”

“I told him no.” What she’d actually said was, “Absolutely not, not in this century or any other.” They don’t need to know that little detail. His plans for their lives—her life—continued to rankle. He’d had it all laid out before he’d proposed, without discussing one detail with her, and she hadn’t wanted to talk about it. With anyone.

“What?” Heather’s eyes widened.

“It’s a very long story, and a boring one at that. Suffice it to say, we broke up.” Good riddance. She hadn’t missed him a bit. She smiled and took a deep breath. Freedom sure smelled sweet. Well, like pine and dust at the moment.

“Amber, Amber, Amber.” Carrie shook her head and made tsking sounds. “You realize, of course, this makes three marriage proposals you’ve shot down.”

“I’d rather not go into it. I had legitimate reasons for turning down all three of them.”

“Mmhmm,” Carrie muttered.

“I can’t believe you rejected a marriage proposal from Spencer Eddington. Are you insane? He’s one of the most eligible bachelors in Chicago.” Heather seemed stuck on that point while Carrie appeared determined to head in an entirely different direction with the discussion.

I’ll probably lose no matter which way things turn.

“This is so wrong.” Carrie shook her head, apparently ignoring Heather’s bewilderment. “You’ve had three marriage proposals in the last four years, and I have yet to get even one. Life is so unfair sometimes.” She frowned and pinned Amber with a hard look. “And you keep blowing them off. What’s up with that? Are you really that afraid of commitment?”

Amber blanched. She hadn’t exactly been overjoyed at the thought of marriage over the years. The idea of pledging her life to someone she had serious doubts about scared her far more. Case in point, Spencer Eddington and his ridiculous and even downright insulting plans. She’d have gone nuts in a month. By the end of the first year, she’d have been in jail for spousal homicide. Unrepentant and lacking in remorse, at that.

“I’m not afraid, Carrie.” She forced herself not to wince at the lie. “I’m just not willing to obligate myself to a guy who doesn’t look beyond my face to see the real me. I don’t want a disastrous marriage like my parents’. No way do I want to make a lifetime commitment to someone I can’t stand to be around for the long haul.” She shuddered. Her parents’ lives barely touched, and when they did, they argued. About everything and anything.

“Oh, please.” Carrie rolled her eyes. “You’re so scared you don’t even let a guy get close enough to see the real you. You say you want to get married, but you really don’t.”

“Yes, I do.”

“No, you don’t.”

“Yes. I. Do.”

“Whatever.” Carrie waved a hand dismissively and reached for her water. “Keep telling yourself that. We’ll see how many more proposals you turn down by the time we attend our ten-year reunion in six years. You don’t date guys you might actually like, so you can dump them when things turn serious and not be wounded by it.”

“I do not!” Amber winced, realizing how that sounded. “I don’t set out to date guys I can’t like. They just end up being that way. You make it sound like a conscious decision on my part to date shallow, emotionally-sterile jerks.”

“Well, isn’t it?”

“Of course not.”

Heather sniffled. “I can’t believe you turned down Spencer. He’s not a shallow jerk, or emotionally-sterile. He must be so hurt.”

Amber scowled, wanting to scream. Was that honestly all Heather cared about? Spencer’s feelings?

Carrie shot Heather a pitying look then returned a knowing gaze to Amber. “You and I both know you do this on purpose. Your parents have you so scared of marriage, you can’t hardly see straight, much less make logical decisions about men.”

“Fine. If you’re so convinced I’m commitment phobic, I’ll make you a deal.”

“What kind of deal?” Carrie’s eyes narrowed.

Heather’s lips pursed into a tight frown. “Are you going to change your mind and marry Spencer?”

“No, I’m not.” No way I’ll unburn that bridge. Amber bit back a grimace of distaste and a shudder at the thought of actually marrying that man.

“Um, would you mind if I call him when we get back to Chicago?”

Amber turned to stare at her friend. “Are you serious?” Heather can’t possibly be attracted to that guy. Can she?

Her friend shrugged with a sheepish, watery smile.

“You deserve better, Heather—trust me—but if you want him, you’re welcome to him.” Once she gets to know him, and finds out what he expects of his wife, she’ll drop him, too. Hopefully. Then again, given her codependent proclivities, she and Spencer might actually be able to make it work. Sad to say, Heather hadn’t ever seemed to care if she had to give up her life for a man, so she probably wouldn’t mind if Spencer dictated every moment to his financial and social benefit or had flings on the side. Chances are slim that Spencer will be any more faithful than Colin was.

“So, what’s this deal you’re talking about?” Carrie asked.

“I’ll prove you’re wrong.”

“Oh? How exactly do you intend to do that? Never date again so no one proposes?” Carrie snickered lightly.

“Of course not, but I will marry the next man who proposes.” Fourth time’s the charm. Hopefully.

“Yeah, right. You’ll find something wrong with him and break off the relationship just like you did with Bruce, Victor, and Spencer.”

“I told you, I had good reasons to break up with them.” Even if those reasons were too humiliating to admit even to her best friends.

“So you say, but you’ve never told us what those reasons are, so how do we know they’re any good?”

“Trust me. They are. Were. Whatever.” Her friends hadn’t known those guys like Amber had. Her reasons for severing those relationships lay in the quiet conversations between her and God. That was enough.

Carrie and Heather shared dubious looks.

Amber scowled. They’d been her best friends since junior high. They should’ve known her better. Did they truly believe she was phobic because she avoided marrying guys who weren’t suited to her? “Alright, fine. Let me amend that. I’ll marry the very next guy who proposes, regardless of whether I like him or not. If the result is years of misery because I marry Mr. Wrong instead of Mr. Right, then it’s on your heads.”

Silence fell. Amber gathered the maps.

“Come on. Let’s get gas,” Carrie said. “I’ll drive from here.”

Amber slid to her feet.

Heather followed.

They stopped at the register long enough for Carrie to pay the bill then headed for the car, Amber leading the way.

As she walked to the car, she rolled the maps, making sure none of the pages wrinkled.

“Um… Amber?”

She glanced over her shoulder at Heather, who pointed ahead. Before she could turn to see what her friend had indicated, she stepped onto open air and landed hard. Against something warm and only somewhat yielding. Her head connected with a solid object, making her wince, even as her knees buckled.

A hiss of breath and a grunt came at the same time arms flew around her and managed to keep her upright.

She locked her knees and stiffened.

The arms released her. “Sorry, ma’am.”

Amber lifted her head, finding herself almost eye-to-eye with a cowboy. A good-looking one who smelled like dust and horse. “I’m so sorry. I wasn’t watching where I was going.” Amber offered a faint smile, rubbing the sore spot on the side of her head. At least it’s not my face. That’d be a lovely bruise to carry through my vacation.

He stared at her, his tanned face going white as a fresh sheet of paper. The tolerant smile that had been on his face faded. The hand that had rubbed the bridge of his nose fell to his side. He appeared to stop breathing. In fact, he looked rather horrified.

Had she hit him harder than she’d realized? Maybe my elbow caught him in the ribs or something. “Are you okay?” she asked as the silence lengthened.

“You’re on my foot,” he whispered.

“Oh. Sorry.” Careful not to trip over the edge of the walkway stepping backward, Amber got off his foot. Had she broken it? “I hope I didn’t hurt you too bad.”

His expression shifted to perplexed, then he shook his head. “It’s fine.”

“Okay.” Amber glanced at her friends, who appeared amused and as confused as her by the scene. “I’m glad you’re okay.” She offered a friendly smile. “We better be going.”

She bypassed him and headed for the car.

Carrie and Heather snickered as they followed.

“Uh… wait… please.”

Amber stopped and turned.

Their gazes curious, Carrie and Heather shifted to one side so they weren’t between Amber and the cowboy.

His mouth opened a couple of times, but nothing came out. He glanced up then whipped off his hat, leaving medium-brown hair crushed to his skull. His hands worried the well-worn hat, the brim becoming increasingly mangled. His breaths were short and rapid, and he swallowed hard. His dark gaze bounced around, not once landing on her face. He stood only an inch or so over her own five-foot-ten, so she could almost look him straight in the eye. Not that he actually made eye contact.

Amber stuffed down instant annoyance. I don’t have time for some lovesick cowboy in the middle of nowhere. She snorted lightly. Quite literally the middle of nowhere. Mystery, Wyoming nowhere to be exact. “Yes?”

His mouth opened again then snapped shut. His gaze met hers.

Eagerness to please was one thing, and something she recognized well. This is different though. The cowboy looked positively terrified. Concern replaced aggravation. Whatever he wants to say can’t possibly be so terrifying. Poor guy.

She smiled, hoping to put him at ease. “I have to go. We’ve got reservations. I’m glad you weren’t hurt, though.”

He continued to stare silently at her.

Okay…. She shook her head and turned away.

“Marry me!”

Amber stopped in her tracks, unable to breathe. I heard him wrong. That’s all. He didn’t really say what it sounded like.

Her friends’ wide eyes and open mouths as they stared past her at the cowboy suggested otherwise.

 

~ ~ ~

 

What did I just do? He’d only meant to ask her to dinner or something, maybe find out where she was staying while in the area so he could see her again. Marry me? How had those two words come out of his mouth?

Horrified, Ben watched the beautiful stranger with raven-colored hair freeze mid-step.

Her friends stared at him with understandable shock, then their gazes flicked to her. The blond’s eyes filled with tears. The brunette’s expression turned amused and smug, and she crossed her arms over her chest. Neither reaction made sense, but he wanted to crawl into a hole somewhere nonetheless.

Lord, the punishment of Korah would be a blessing right about now.

The ground remained firm and whole under his feet.

Not helpful, Lord. He swallowed hard. Maybe I can disappear for a few days. No one in his right mind asks someone he’s just met to marry him. It’s preposterous. Besides that, no woman will say yes to such a proposal unless she’s beyond desperate for a husband.

The black-haired angel turned to face him, every hint of warmth and friendliness replaced by suspicion. Deep blue eyes peered through him like a grizzly eyeing a rival bear. Eyes that almost matched the lupine blue of her t-shirt. “What did you say?”

“He asked you to marry him,” her brunette friend supplied in a superior tone even he found annoying.

She appeared to ignore her friend, her gaze still locked on him. “Were you eavesdropping on us in the restaurant?”

In confusion, he looked from her to each of her friends in turn then back then swallowed and forced words through a tight throat. “No, ma’am. I just came from the church. Why?”

“Nothing, I guess.” She straightened her shoulders, bringing her to her full height.

Unaccustomed to a woman being able to look him right in the eye, he resisted the urge to step back.

She opened her mouth.

The brunette cleared her throat.

Her mouth slammed shut, and she turned to her friends. An odd, unfathomable look passed between the three of them. She scowled. “You can’t be serious!”

Ben frowned.

“A deal’s a deal,” the brunette said.

What’s that all about? Ben glanced over his shoulder toward Macy’s. Maybe I can slip away, pretend I haven’t just made a complete fool of myself. No one in town needs to be any the wiser about my moment of insanity, and the imminent rejection, and these three gals can go on their merry way, convinced I pulled a prank. For years to come, it can be a really goofy thing that happened during their vacation.

The brunette pinned him, her green eyes sparkling with amusement. “What’s your name, cowboy?”

All three women focused on him, cutting off possible escape.

“Ben. Ben Wright.”

“Wright?” The blond’s eyes widened. She snickered and elbowed the brunette.

“Yes, ma’am.” What’s so funny about my name?

“Well, Amber? What do you say?” The brunette’s eyes locked on the black-haired woman now staring at him. “Are you going to accept the man’s proposal?”

Amber. Her name’s Amber. Amber. He silently rolled the name across his tongue. It suits her. A beautiful name for a beautiful woman.

A trapped look entered her eyes, followed by a sigh of resignation.

He nearly confessed to pulling her leg to free them both from the awkward situation. Only one problem. He hadn’t been joking, and he couldn’t very well lie about it. A knot in his stomach intensified as he braced for the inevitable rejection.

“Yes.”

Ben’s lungs froze. “What did you say?” he gasped. Stupid question. He knew perfectly well what she’d said. He’d heard her fine, but… what was the “yes” in response to. The fist around his throat prevented him from asking.

Amber sighed. “Yes, I’ll marry you.”

What? He stared at her, his mind blank.

“So when do you intend to do this?” the brunette asked. “You’re not one of those guys who’s patient about months- or years-long engagements, are you?”

Ben stared at Amber’s friend, barely comprehending her questions. Unable to speak, he jerkily shook his head.

“Great! Then I suggest we get a move on. Heather and I only have two weeks before we have to be back to work.”

“Carrie!” Amber turned on the brunette, planting her fists on her hips. “I doubt he intends us to be married this week. For pity’s sake, don’t rush the man.”

Her defense of him struck Ben as funny. He’d asked the woman to marry him within minutes of meeting her, and she accused her friend of rushing him? Before he could stop it, a chuckle rumbled up.

She shot him a dark look.

He coughed to hide his amusement. “Uh… do you ladies have plans for this evening?”

“No, sir, we sure don’t,” Carrie, the brunette, said with confidence and a defiant glance at Amber. “What do you have in mind?”

Bold little thing. He admired her gumption even if it made him grateful she wasn’t the one he’d proposed to. Macy’ll like this one. They have the same spirit. “A friend of mine’s getting married tonight. I wondered if you ladies might like to attend the wedding as my guests.”

“We’re supposed to be at Granite Village tonight,” Amber muttered. “We’ve got reservations and plans to go hiking first thing in the morning.”

“Reservations and plans we can change or cancel,” Carrie rebutted, “depending on what Mr. Wright has in mind.”

“Ben, please.” He shrugged. “You’re welcome to stay at the ranch. There’s all kinds of territory to hike, if you’d like, and we have lots of wildlife.” He swallowed and took a deep breath, preparing himself for his next words to Amber. “Since it’ll be your home, too, you’re welcome to explore every inch of the place.”

“Wonderful!” Carrie clapped her hands with a gleeful smile. “We can save all that money for the hotel and extras, and Amber can get to know Ben. Isn’t that fabulous, Heather?”

“I’ll say!” The blond offered him a huge grin. “I love weddings.”

“We don’t know your friend. Won’t he mind you bringing complete strangers to his wedding?” Amber frowned, shooting both of her friends a quelling look.

“Not likely. He’s invited half the state.” His gaze locked with her deep blue one. I could fall into those eyes and never come out. Despite the anxiety of the past few minutes, and the insanity of the situation, peace filled him. He smiled. “Besides, he’ll want to meet you, particularly since we’re getting married.”

“We don’t have anything to wear.” Amber offered what he suspected was a last ditch protest. “We came on vacation prepared for hiking and swimming, not a party.”

“No problem. I’m on my way up the street to Macy’s to pick up my clothes for tonight. You ladies come along. I’m sure she can outfit you perfectly.” Forcing himself to ignore the pain in his foot, he stepped onto the wood walkway and motioned for them to accompany him.

Heather and Carrie chattered like magpies on too much caffeine as they strolled up the street, but he had no idea what they went on about. His attention remained riveted on the woman walking in stony silence at his side.

Ben watched the distance close between them and Macy’s store. Less than a minute to come up with an explanation for Macy. How do I even begin to explain this to my sister? If I can’t do that, how do I explain it to anyone else? He bit back a groan.

Far too quickly, he pulled the door open, making an electronic bell jingle, and held it for the three women then followed them inside. “Mace?” Play my cards right, maybe I won’t need to explain anything.

“In back. Be out in a sec.” Macy emerged a moment later, wearing a smile of welcome that warmed even more when she spotted their visitors.

“Um, Macy, this is Amber, Carrie, and Heather. They’re coming with us to the wedding, but they don’t have anything to wear. Think you can remedy that?”

“Absolutely. Your suit’s in the garment bag hanging behind the register.” She pointed needlessly then turned to the women. “So, what are you three doing in this part of nowhere?”

“We got lost on our way to Yellowstone,” Carrie offered. “Stopped at the restaurant next door for a snack and directions.”

“Common happening, I’m afraid.” Macy nodded in understanding. “Not too many people find us on purpose.”

“That’s what Karen indicated, too.” The brunette nodded. Her gaze fell on Ben, and a mischievous grin curved her mouth.

His mouth went dry, and he fought the desire to bolt. Oh, no. What’s about to come out of that mouth? Speak up. Quick! Before she does!

“I have to say, though, if everyone in Wyoming is as friendly as you folks have been, we may stick around for a while.”

Okay, certainly not as bad as he’d feared. Ben released a soft sigh of relief.

“It’s not every day a girl gets a marriage proposal from a complete stranger, handsome or not.”

He almost choked.

His sister cast him a puzzled glance then turned to the women. “What stranger? Someone in town proposed to you?”

Didn’t Macy say there was a loose floorboard around here somewhere? Maybe I can crawl under it.

“Not me, of course. Amber.” Carrie pointed to her beautiful black-haired friend.

Macy’s brow furrowed. “Who proposed to her?”

“Him.” Heather pointed at Ben.

He winced, bracing himself.

“What?” Macy’s eyes widened until he thought for sure they’d pop out of her head.

So much for avoiding an explanation until later.

“Ben? Did you really ask her to marry you?”

“Yes.” No point lying, even if I could make myself do so.

Macy refocused on Amber. “What’d you say?”

“Yes,” Amber squeaked.

His sister looked from one to the other and back again, then she laughed. “Oh, I get it. Play a joke on Macy, try to give her heart failure. Very cute, Ben. You had me going for a minute there.”

If only…. “It’s no joke. I really am getting married.”

Macy’s smile fell as it seemed to sink in that he was serious. “Um…. When’s the big day?” Suspicion flashed, as though she still didn’t trust it wasn’t a prank.

“Sometime in the next two weeks,” Carrie boldly declared. “We’re only here until Friday after next. Heather and I have to be back in Chicago by the end of that weekend. Ben and Amber will be married before our vacation’s up.”

Somehow, I missed that part.

Amber fired a homicidal glance at Carrie, suggesting she hadn’t agreed to it either and didn’t appreciate her friend making plans on their behalf without consulting them.

“Two weeks?” Macy’s voice rose in pitch.

“We haven’t had time to discuss it yet.” Amber threw her friend another warning look. “There’s no rush. We’ve got a wedding tonight to deal with first.”

That provided the out Ben so desperately needed. “Ladies, I’ll leave you in Macy’s very capable hands. I have to run to the ranch and pick up horses. Macy, whatever they buy, keep a tally, and I’ll cover it.”

“Can do, Ben, but—”

“I’ll see you in about an hour.” Ben darted out the door before she, or one of the others, said anything else. He took a deep breath after he’d jumped into his truck, fired up the engine, and pulled out of the parking lot.

What have I done? Why in the world did Amber say yes? Is she that anxious to be married?

Funny thing though. Amber hadn’t struck him as particularly eager. In fact, she’d appeared set to reject him until her friends had intervened.

Which leaves me engaged to a complete stranger—a reluctant one at that—and an inch away from disappearing into the mountains for the rest of my life.


Chapter 3

The stocky cowboy grabbed a garment bag and bolted out the door like a thoroughbred leaving the starting gate at Arlington Park in Chicago. He moves pretty fast for a guy his size. His hasty departure left Amber in an interesting fix. Alone with two friends she wanted to strangle and a stranger she’d rather not be stuck with. Lord only knows what the woman must think of me.

“Did Ben really ask you to marry him?”

Amber turned to Macy, who wore a concerned but curious expression. “Yes.”

“Wow… and you said yes?”

“It’s… a long story.” Amber shot her friends warning looks, daring either of them to say something.

Heather had the good graces to actually look sheepish. Mostly.

Amber didn’t miss the fact her friend bit her lower lip to keep from smiling.

Carrie snickered openly.

“Is he usually like that?” Amber asked, turning her attention back to the store owner.

“Like what?” Macy waved toward the back wall, not waiting for an answer. “Carrie and Heather, was it?”

Amber’s friends nodded.

“I suggest you find a dressy blouse to go with new jeans. I’ll make sure you’re set with boots, belts, and hats, too.”

“For a wedding?” Heather cocked her head.

“A wedding cowboy style.” Macy grinned then turned to Amber. “I’ve got something else in mind for you. Come on.” She led Amber to a different part of the store, where dresses hung on the wall and a circular rack. Hand on top of the rack, she turned to scrutinize Amber. With a thoughtful frown, she flipped through the dresses on the wall. “Ah ha! This will be perfect with your coloring, and I think the style will flatter your figure.”

Amber accepted the dress without looking at it. I still need an answer. What kind of man have I agreed to marry? “So? Is Ben always so… impulsive, or just prone to occasional flights of fancy?” She didn’t care to be someone’s flight of fancy or impulsive decision, particularly when it involved something as serious, and long-term, as marriage.

“Never.” The woman shook her head.

“Never?”

“Never. Ben is methodical and patient. He takes his time making decisions and usually gives things a lot of prayer before he decides on his next step. He plans most things for weeks, months, and even years in advance.” Macy frowned and studied Amber. “In fact, if he really asked you to marry him right after meeting you, I’d have to say that’s the first and only impulsive thing I’ve ever known him to do.”

Not reassuring, though Macy probably means it to be. Amber’s heart fell into her stomach.

“Ben’s one of the kindest, sweetest, most wonderful men I know.” Macy smiled, gently directing Amber toward a dressing room with a hand on her shoulder. “Try that on. Make sure the size is right.”

“If you think he’s so fabulous, why haven’t you married him?” Macy had to be withholding important information about the man. Otherwise, why was he still single if he was so incredible?

“That would be illegal”—Macy grinned then grimaced with a short laugh—“and, well… just… ew.”

“Why?”

“He’s my brother.” The woman shrugged. “Half-brother anyway. We had the same father.”

“Oh. I guess you’re biased in his favor then.” Am I going to get accurate information from this woman?

“Probably, but that doesn’t change the facts. Any woman would be blessed to have such a kind man as a husband.” Macy pushed her into the dressing room.

Amber stopped the door from closing between them. “What’s wrong with him?”

Macy’s eyebrows shot up, and she chuckled. “What makes you think anything’s wrong?”

She doesn’t have to find this so funny. “If he’s so wonderful, and there’s nothing wrong with him, why isn’t he married?”

Macy’s amusement faded, replaced by an odd sadness. “He was, and she didn’t appreciate him.”

“He’s divorced?” She couldn’t help that her voice rose an octave.

“No. His wife, Robin, died a few years ago.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.” An image of the nervous cowboy twisting his hat in his hands flickered through her mind. He’d lost his wife. That had to have been devastating. He must’ve been very young when she died. “How old is Ben?”

“Twenty-eight.” Macy smiled softly. “Robin died when he was twenty-one, after they’d been married a couple of years. They got married right after she graduated from high school.”

“How horrible to lose a spouse so young.” Amber’s heart ached. No one should have to go through something like that.

“Actually, you want to know the horrible part?” Macy leaned against the open dressing room door.

“What’s that?”

“I’m glad she died,” she muttered.

Amber had no idea what to say. It sounded so cold on the surface, yet pain and sadness clearly underlined the words.

“She wasn’t good to him.” With a sigh, Macy straightened, put a cheerful smile on her face, and stepped back. “Try on that dress. We don’t have a lot of time.” She pushed the door closed between them, cutting off the possibility of further conversation.

Curiosity ate at Amber. What had Robin done to Ben? Was he, like Macy, glad Robin had died? What could a person do to make someone pleased about their death? Even as much as Amber borderline-despised Spencer at the moment for being a selfish jerk, she had never wished him dead. Pretty sure I wouldn’t be happy to find out he’d died.

“Do you have the dress on yet?” Carrie called from the other room. “I want to see it.”

“Not yet.” She quickly changed from shorts and t-shirt into the dress, for the first time actually paying attention to it. She studied her reflection in mirrors that wrapped around the small room. Not a style she’d ever have chosen for herself, but it suited her. Macy had been right.

“Here. I think these boots match.” A pair of boots slid under the partial door. A pair of wadded ankle socks rolled along behind them.

She pulled both on, gave herself one more look-over in the mirror, and pushed the door open.

“Wowser.” Carrie whistled. “Ben’s eyes’ll pop right out when he sees you in that dress.”

Just what I want to hear. Another guy who’ll look at me as window dressing. Exactly what my life needs. Amber turned to go back and change out of the dress.

Macy’s hand on her arm brought her up short. “It fits perfectly. I told you that color would do wonders with your complexion and coloring.” She pointed toward a stool in the back corner of the store. “Sit. I’ll fix your hair then get changed.”

Perched obediently on the stool, Amber let Macy fiddle with her hair.

Carrie and Heather came out of the back room, wearing crisp new black jeans and button-up blouses. Carrie’s grass-green blouse had strips of lace through it. Heather’s pink blouse sported both ruffles and lace. Both wore black leather belts decorated with silver conchos. Black boots completed their attire. Each held a black felt hat. Heather toyed with some pink thing, trying to decorate the hat with it.

“Hey!” Amber scowled. “Why do they get to wear jeans?”

“They aren’t engaged to my brother.” Macy captured Amber’s reflection in the mirror on the wall in front of them and grinned. “You’ll meet everybody in town tonight. They should see you at your best.”

Lovely. I go from being on display in Chicago to doing it in Wyoming. Lord, can I go home now?

The prayer bounced back from the ceiling.

What home? She didn’t have a job or a home to return to. She’d intended to remedy both after vacation.

So, now what?

 

~ ~ ~

 

While one of his men loaded horses, Ben showered and dressed for the wedding. The new blue jeans were comfortable at least. As for the rest, not so much. He tugged at the closed collar of the white button-up shirt then accepted he’d have to choke until after the ceremony. He slipped into the dark brown, leather vest and buttoned it.

Trevor had opted for leather bolos instead of the traditional necktie, for which Ben was grateful. The shirt choked him enough without adding a tie. He’d polished black boots for the occasion, giving them a spit-shine. He’d also put a special shine on the silver belt buckle at his waist. A black felt hat completed the look. Macy had insisted he buy a new one for the occasion.

It could be worse. Trevor and Ashley could’ve decided on formal wear like Debbie and Tim did for their wedding three years ago. Tuxedo and dress shoes. Ben shuddered. I can put up with being choked for a few hours to be spared that fate.

He frowned and leaned his hands on the vanity in the bathroom, meeting his gaze in the mirror over the sink. Alright, buddy, pondering clothes doesn’t address the issue you really need to be thinking about. Amber. Better yet…. He lowered his head and closed his eyes.

Lord, You’ve made it abundantly clear this is from You, but I’m still reeling. How could You do this to me? To Amber? We don’t even know each other. Haven’t even had time for a conversation yet, but we’re getting married. If Carrie has her way, very soon. Is this really what You intended, or did my mouth run off without me?

Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not lean on your own understanding.

Alright, Lord. Ben sighed and lifted his head, opening his eyes. I don’t like this situation, for a multitude of reasons, but I’ll try to trust You. No promises on how well I cling to that, but I’ll give it my best shot.

He left the master bath and glanced at the hand-carved oak box sitting on the dresser. His mother’s jewelry box, inherited from her mother and grandmother before her. He’d kept it, treasured it because it had been hers. He slowly opened it and lifted out the top tray to reveal jewelry in the lower recesses. Pocketing the piece he wanted, he gently closed the box.

Ben left the house and walked toward the truck and horse trailer waiting outside the stable.

A wolf whistle drew his attention to the bunkhouse. “Wow, boss, you sure clean up nice.” Will Buchanan, Ben’s ranch manager, leaned against one of the porch support posts, his thumbs tucked in his belt.

Ben almost envied the man his navy western-cut shirt, which was open at the collar. He won’t choke tonight. “Cute, Will. Very cute.” He shook his head and kept walking. “Are you coming with me or driving out with the others?”

“I thought I’d come with you. If you don’t mind.”

“Hop in. We have to stop at Macy’s to pick up four young ladies, so I’m sure you’ll enjoy the trip.” Ben tossed a grin over the hood of the king cab truck as he rounded it.

“Four? Macy plus who?”

“Tourists who got lost.”

“Are we making sure they stay lost, boss?”

Ben chuckled. “Something like that. They’re staying here at the ranch for the next couple of weeks.” One of them for much longer, but he wasn’t about to say so. He didn’t even want to think about explaining the situation to Will. He’d have to do that soon enough. Might as well put it off as long as possible. Minimize the amount of time he’d be a target for teasing and embarrassment.

“Uh, boss?” Will said minutes later.

“Yeah?”

“We might have an issue.”

“What’s that?”

“By my reckoning, we’re short a horse.”

No…. “What?”

“I only saw Matt trailer Castor, Caramel, and three others.”

Castor belonged to Ben, Caramel to Macy. Ben had asked Matt to trailer three others who would be fairly easy for guests who might not know how to ride well. None of them had expressed fear of horses when they’d agreed to come to the ranch, so hopefully that wouldn’t be an issue.

Three horses. Three women plus Will. We need mounts to get from where we’ll have to park the truck to the wedding location. Pretty sure no one wants to walk that, me included.

Ben sighed. “My fault. I should’ve checked to make sure there’d be enough with you coming along.” Careless oversight. How am I supposed to fix it?

He stopped the truck outside Macy’s store, parking parallel to the street so he wouldn’t have to back the trailer. “Wait here. I’ll be out in a bit with the girls.”

Hm. City girls might not like being called “girls.” At least, so he’d heard in his travels. Macy had never been bothered by it, probably because she was his kid sister, but others might not be so forgiving. I’ll have to be more careful. Don’t want to offend them, particularly Amber. That definitely wouldn’t be a good way to start off on the right foot. Ben bit back a groan. Did I really just think that?

The bell on the door announced his entry.

Carrie and Heather, who had been browsing while they waited, came toward him with excited smiles.

“I see Macy did a fine job of getting you two squared away. You look mighty pretty.”

“Thank you, kind sir.” Heather grinned and curtsied, giggling.

He chuckled. Amber certainly has interesting friends.

“Macy, Ben’s back!”

Carrie’s announcement was unnecessary, but he let it slide.

“Right on schedule, dear brother.” Macy came out of the back with a grin, sporting an outfit much like the ones she’d put on Heather and Carrie, only the top was bright red. “Wait until you see what I’ve got for you.”

“What’s that?”

“Amber?” she called.

“Coming,” came a stiff response.

A vision stepped into view from the dressing rooms. Straight out of his dreams.

Ben’s breath locked in his chest, and he was pretty sure his heart stopped right along with it.

A turquoise lace dress hung freely on her lithe frame, yet fit close in all the right places, making his mouth go dry. Long, fitted, lace sleeves swept down to touch the backs of her hands. The hem skimmed the tops of boots in the same color as the dress. Her hands clutched a matching hat. Her ebony hair had been swept to the back of a graceful neck. Long, delicate silver earrings matched a necklace that lay just above the scooped collar of the dress.

“So? What do you think?” The pleased, and more than a bit smug, smile on Macy’s face suggested she knew exactly what he thought, but she wanted him to say it.

Ben ignored her and stepped farther into the room, his gaze locked on Amber. “You’re positively stunning.”

“Thank you.” A formal, polite smile didn’t mask the chill in her eyes. Amber looked downright displeased with his compliment.

“Are you ready to go?” Puzzled, he offered an arm. Had he said something wrong?

“As ready as I’ll ever be.” She tucked her hand into the crook of his arm, her touch light but stiff.

He’d never seen a woman respond so coolly to a compliment before. At least, not since Robin had begun to rebuff him. He suppressed a shiver. Amber’s not Robin. Don’t go there. Besides, there could be a very simple explanation. Maybe she’s nervous about meeting a bunch of strangers, especially in light of our rather unusual circumstances. Meeting new people can be daunting, and it won’t get easier as word spreads of our pending nuptials. Not in Mystery.

Dread filled him, churning his stomach. Questions were inevitable and predictable. Not that he’d blame people. He hadn’t even dated since Robin’s death, so his sudden engagement to a woman no one in town had ever seen before would raise more than a few eyebrows.

As Macy locked the front door of the store, Ben led the other three women to the truck.

Will climbed out of the front seat with an admiring look at Amber, who tensed, lifted her chin, and averted her gaze.

“Ladies, this is Will Buchanan, my ranch manager. Will, this is Amber, Carrie, and Heather.” He glared a warning at his friend as he pointed to each woman in turn, hoping the man wouldn’t notice the lack of last names or make any inappropriate remarks. Will had a tendency to be… well, colorful around the ladies.

Will glanced at Amber’s hand on Ben’s arm then turned his smile on Carrie and Heather. “Ben tells me we’re keeping you for a couple of weeks.” The cowboy opened the back door of the truck and offered Heather a hand. “I hope you enjoy your visit. I’ll sit in the back with these two lovely ladies, sir. Where are you from?”

Ben barely resisted rolling his eyes. Can Will possibly be any more obvious with the over-done sweetness? The cowboy could cuss a blue streak when stepped on by a horse or kicked by a calf. Ben had seen him do it often enough over the years. No hint of that right now though.

“Chicago,” Carrie supplied.

Ben held the front passenger door for Amber and Macy.

The two women stared at each other without either moving to get in the truck.

“Please,” Amber said. “He’s your brother.”

“He’s your fiancé. Don’t you want to sit beside him?”

His heart dropped to his stomach. Are they really going to stand there arguing about which one will sit next to me? I doubt the debate is a result of both of them wanting to. I could take it personally. He sighed.

“Did I hear the word fiancé?” Will leaned forward to peer over the back of the passenger seat. “Who’s getting married?”

“Ben.” Macy grinned and slipped into the middle seat in front, leaving the one next to the door for Amber.

“What? To who?”

“To whom, Will.” Ben made sure Amber’s dress was clear and forced himself not to slam the truck door as he closed it. He walked around and climbed behind the wheel. Will won’t let it drop. Guaranteed. The man’s not known for discretion or a lack of curiosity.

“To who, to whom. I don’t want an English lesson, boss. I want to know who you’re marrying. I didn’t even know you were seeing anybody.”

Ben gave driving the truck and trailer more concentration than it required while he tried to figure out how best to answer the cowboy. Technically, Will hadn’t asked a direct question, so maybe he could ignore the implied ones.

“Boss? Who’re you marrying?”

“Amber, of course,” Carrie supplied.

So helpful. Ben suppressed a sigh.

“Amber?” Will sounded puzzled. “Boss, did you two meet on one of your business trips? I don’t remember you being in Chicago recently. Ever, for that matter.”

Amber leaned around Macy, shooting him a confused glance.

“I’ve never been to Illinois.” I need to tell Amber what I do for a living. One of many things she needs to know, and I don’t have much time to fill her in. No way I want her finding out important information from people in town. It might be… well… less than accurate.

“Well, then, when did you two meet?”

“Today,” Ben muttered. The drive to Walker ranch was entirely too long. How had he not noticed that before?

A long silence followed.

Will touched his shoulder. “I’m sorry. Did you say ‘today’?”

Not long enough. Ben sighed. “Yeah.” How many times this evening will I be met with that same response? The whole town’s known me all my life. No one’s going to believe it. I’m still not entirely sure I do. Am I dreaming, Lord? Is that what this is?

Oh, no. The horse issue.


Chapter 4

The tires of the truck hummed over pavement then crunched on dirt and gravel. Amber rode in silence. What does Ben do for a living that requires travel? I thought him nothing more than a rancher. Is the ranch he mentioned home base? Would explain why he needs a manager. If so, what kind of work does he do? Trucking, perhaps? If he travels a lot, how much will I see him?

Arms wrapped around herself, she stared out the passenger window at the rolling, grassy hills. What if he travels as much as my father did as I grew up? Did I walk myself into a loveless marriage like my parents’? She shuddered.

The truck stopped.

She looked around. Not a building in sight. A few other vehicles, all trucks, some with trailers attached, were parked in the vicinity. Uh… why are we out here?

Ben jogged around the front of the truck to open her door and offered a hand.

After a brief hesitation, she put her hand in his and slid to the ground, careful the dress didn’t catch on anything.

Will let Carrie and Heather out of the backseat on the driver’s side.

Amber and Macy followed Ben to the back of the horse trailer to join the others.

Will unlocked the trailer and opened the doors.

“Where are we?” Carrie scanned the area. “I see lots of trucks, but where are the people?”

“We ride from here. We’ll meet up with everyone soon enough.”

“Ride? As in horses?”

Amber smiled at the excitement in Heather’s voice and face. The woman had never outgrown the horse-crazy phase they’d all gone through in high school.

“You ladies do know how to ride, right?” Will glanced at each of them in turn then shot a puzzled glance at Ben.

“Absolutely,” Carrie replied. “We took lessons in high school.”

Will and Ben shared amused glances.

Amber frowned. What was so funny about Carrie’s assertion?

“One question.” Caution edged Ben’s voice. “Were your lessons in English or western riding?”

“English, of course,” Heather said, her brow furrowing in confusion.

“You’ll find western is a bit different.” Ben stepped into the trailer and backed out the first horse. “Heather, this is Honey Bear. She’s yours for the duration of your stay.”

“A palomino! How did you know I love palominos?”

“Just a guess.” Another of those amused looks shot between Will and Ben. The latter re-entered the trailer and backed out the next horse. “Carrie, this is Raven. She’s a solid, stable mount, though she can be a bit uppity at times, so be warned.”

“She’s beautiful, Ben.” Carrie accepted the reins, caressing the black mare’s nose.

Will backed two horses out simultaneously. He held onto the reins for a black and white paint. Macy accepted the reins for a brown one. When they had cleared the back of the trailer, Ben led out a dapple gray. The gray was taller and heavier boned than the other horses. He tossed his head a couple of times when the paint stepped too close.

“Knock it off, Castor.” Ben put a stilling hand on the animal’s nose.

“Castor?” Amber frowned. Odd name for a horse, or any creature for that matter.

“Yeah. As in castor oil. Matches his personality at times.”

How reassuring. Not! “You don’t expect me to ride him, do you? I haven’t been on a horse since the summer before college.”

“You won’t be riding alone.” Ben’s smile of assurance worked for a moment.

Good…. Wait. What did he say? Not alone? “What do you mean?”

“He’s my horse. You’re riding with me.” He offered a hand.

Amber stepped back. Ride with him? Everyone else had their own horses. Why didn’t she get one, too? Did he think she couldn’t ride well enough to stay in the saddle?

“I won’t let you get hurt. I promise.”

Yeah, right, because that’s what worries me. Not even close.

Ben dropped the horse’s reins and closed the distance between them, reaching for her hand. He turned his gaze on the others. “Why don’t you all go ahead? Will knows the way. Amber and I’ll catch up.”

She watched her friends ride away. Neither uttered the faintest hint of protest or exhibited the slightest hesitation. How can they leave me with a stranger? Don’t they have even a little concern for my welfare? He could be a sadistic murderer for all they know. Okay, no, I don’t actually believe that, but still, they’re my friends. They should express some concern about leaving me with a stranger in the middle of nowhere.

“I’m afraid we came up one horse shy of what we needed. Then I thought we could talk as we ride.” Ben reached into his suit coat pocket then held out his hand. “We have a lot to discuss, I think.”

Amber gasped at the ring held between his thumb and forefinger. Tiny diamonds surrounded a much larger, square-cut diamond in an antique silver setting. Her gaze shot to Ben’s.

“My great-grandfather saved up for a year to buy this for my great-grandmother before he asked her to marry him. It was a point of honor for him. They’d been married nearly seventy years when he went home to be with the Lord. She joined him a couple of months later. My grandmother said Great-Gran just couldn’t live without him, that losing him broke her heart.” He reached for her left hand, gently slipped the ring onto her ring-finger, and then both of his hands closed around hers. “I’d like you to have it. I want us to have a marriage that lasts a lifetime like theirs.”

“Ben, I….” She shook her head, tears blurring her vision. All that it symbolizes…. His great-grandparents apparently loved each other very deeply. I can’t say that. “I can’t accept this.”

“Yes, you can,” he whispered. Ben tenderly cupped her cheek. “God’s behind this. I know He is. He’ll help us have a long, loving, happy marriage.”

“I don’t love you.” For some reason Amber couldn’t fathom, saying those words physically hurt, which made no sense. How can I love someone I know nothing about?

“I know.” He nodded and smiled. “That’s okay. We’ll love each other in due time. I’m certain of it.”

Ben sounded so confident, Amber didn’t have the heart to disagree. I hope he’s right. If he’s not, we’ll make each other miserable. She knew firsthand how cold and contentious a loveless marriage could be. She’d grown up watching it, caught in the middle of a war between her parents that had raged longer than she’d been alive as far as she knew.
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