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      “You can’t catch me!”

      Shrieks and laughter from young voices carried on the early-autumn breeze as Isaac McGraw strode through the yard between the barn and the original family homestead—now his older brother Drew’s home.

      His six-year-old niece Tillie had sprouted up while he’d been gone on his last mission for the U.S. Marshals. Eleven-year-old Jo had grown lanky and awkward and looked more like her mother every day. But when Isaac looked at them, sometimes he saw the little tykes they’d been before.

      Isaac’s younger brother Nick trailed the girls toward the barn. He was within shouting distance but only raised his hand in a wave.

      Isaac returned it half-heartedly and continued toward the main house.

      He steeled himself and slowly pulled in air through his nose, the smell of damp hay and musky horses mingling in the fall air—familiar scents that now felt suffocating. A low-hanging fog clung to the grass and the bottom rails of the paddock as Isaac trudged through the mist and climbed the steps. The aroma of freshly brewed coffee greeted him as he crossed the threshold. He stalked to the dry sink, reached for a cup on the shelf above, and snagged the tin pot from the stove.

      “Were you out all night, Uncle Isaac?”

      Isaac had seen his nephew David stacking plates in the corner as soon as he’d come inside. It was too much to hope the fourteen-year-old would keep his silence.

      Isaac nodded, setting the coffeepot down and turning to lean his hips against the counter. He lifted his cup to take a sip but avoided looking directly at the boy. It was too hard. David reminded him of another boy, one who hadn’t lived to see his fourteenth birthday.

      “Are you going again tonight? Can I come with you?”

      David’s questions tumbled over each other. The boy had idolized Isaac since they’d pinned the marshal’s badge to his chest. And even now, when Isaac had given it up.

      “No.” Isaac hadn’t meant to growl the word, but there it was.

      David went quiet, subdued.

      Drew hadn’t asked Isaac to keep watch, but it gave him an excuse to keep his distance, and it felt like penance for not having been here when the well had been poisoned a few months ago. According to their middle brother Ed, the family had been so ill they might’ve died.

      Voices carried from the adjoining living and dining room, along with a husky laugh that belonged to his new sister-in-law Kaitlyn.

      Moving to the doorway, he caught sight of Rebekah, Ed’s wife of only a few weeks.

      Two of his brothers had settled into marriage recently. It was another sign he didn’t belong here anymore. He preferred the isolation of the hill country, his only companions a few varmints and a herd of cows.

      But the ongoing feud with their neighbor made the solitude impossible. For now.

      Isaac knew that any man willing to poison and kill wasn’t going to give up easily. That’s why Isaac needed to keep watch. Heath Quade wasn’t going to give up, not when the McGraws owned the best water in the county. Quade had made that abundantly clear as he’d bought out two more neighbors over the past weeks. It wasn’t enough for him to own the biggest ranch in the county. He’d bought or finagled nearly every piece right up to the McGraws’ property lines.

      Isaac’s chest cinched tight at David’s disappointment. He moved into the dining room to join Ed and Rebekah and Drew and Kaitlyn.

      “What’s this?” his brother Ed asked, bewildered. He was looking down at a white piece of paper on the table. Rebekah stood behind him, hands on her hips.

      “It came to the mail-order bride postbox addressed to Isaac, postmarked a week ago. I found it in the mail when we were in town yesterday.” She narrowed her eyes on her husband. “I thought I was the only one you were writing to.”

      Isaac watched color rise into Ed’s cheeks, and a tiny part of him liked that his brother’s new wife was sassing him. Months ago, Ed and Drew and Kaitlyn had cooked up a plan to find Isaac a bride—without bothering to ask him if he wanted one. The letters that were exchanged after the family had placed the mail-order bride ad on his behalf had caused a mess of trouble—and resulted in a match between Ed and Rebekah.

      It gave Isaac a perverse kind of pleasure to see his brother squirming from the consequences of meddling in his life. Isaac was still angry.

      “You are the only person I wrote to,” Ed said.

      Rebekah softened. “Then why does this Clare Ferguson say she’s arriving on the train tomorrow?”

      Isaac went still.

      There was a jerky movement in the doorway at Rebekah’s question.

      “Hold up, son,” Drew said at the same time as Isaac swiveled his head.

      David stood in the open doorway, guilt written clearly on his expression. The kid had no poker face. He was trying to edge away unobtrusively, but Drew’s focus was legendary.

      “Why don’t you come in here and tell us what you know about this letter.” There was no room for disobedience in the command.

      David hung his head, barely stepping inside the room. “Jo made me do it,” he mumbled.

      “Do what?” Ed asked.

      Isaac’s skin prickled at the sideways glance David shot him.

      “Write a letter,” the boy said hesitantly. He rubbed the back of his neck. “To get Uncle Isaac a wife.”

      Kaitlyn choked on her coffee.

      It seemed that once he’d started, the words just tumbled out. “We heard you all talking at Uncle Ed and Aunt Rebekah’s wedding. About Uncle Isaac. I told Jo it was a bad idea, but she—” His gaze flicked to Isaac. “We don’t want Uncle Isaac to be sad anymore. So we picked one of the extra letters and wrote back to the lady who sent it.”

      Isaac’s skin stretched too tight over his bones. No one in the family knew what had happened. There was no way David and Jo could know the well of darkness he’d descended into. But their innocent desire to help him—when he didn’t deserve it one whit—hit like a punch to his solar plexus.

      Isaac saw the guilty looks his brothers exchanged and Drew’s glittering gaze.

      “How many letters did you write?” Kaitlyn asked.

      “Only two. Back and forth. They were good, long letters though. She’s a really nice lady from a farm in Missouri. We paid for her train ticket from Jo’s egg money and my savings.”

      “Why would you do that?” Drew demanded.

      Ed had color high on his cheeks. Rebekah was hiding a laugh behind her hand.

      David tilted his chin stubbornly. “Well, it worked for you and Uncle Ed.”

      Isaac turned to leave. He wanted no part of this.

      But Ed said, “You’d better stay.”

      Anger flared. His brothers were still meddling in his life.

      “I don’t suppose you want to meet this woman?” Rebekah asked quietly.

      Isaac ignored her completely.

      Drew spoke to David. “Apologize to your uncle.”

      “You can’t just mess with people’s lives.” Kaitlyn’s words overlapped with her husband’s.

      David’s chin was still jutting out. “Pa and Uncle Ed did.”

      Drew placed his hands on his hips and glared at his son. But he couldn’t quite put any heat in his argument. “You’re gonna have to fix this,” he said. “You’re gonna ride to town tomorrow and tell this woman to go back home.”

      “What? But Pa, she’s coming to marry Uncle Isaac!”

      The outburst was so unexpected from the usually even-keeled David that for a moment, the room went still.

      Isaac felt the weight of the look Drew and Kaitlyn shared, the careful way Ed averted his eyes, Rebekah’s hand on his arm.

      “I’m not marrying anybody, kid,” Isaac’s voice grated. “Not ever.”

      David spun and ran from the room. The banging door punctuated the awkward silence that permeated the room.

      Drew cleared his throat. “We’ll make this right.”

      “You taught him to meddle,” Isaac said coolly. “I want no part of this.”

      He left without looking back.
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        * * *

      

      “Aunt Clare, are you really gonna get married to a cowboy?”

      Get-ing marr-ied, get-ting marr-ied.

      The train chugged and clacked, its wheels singing Clare Barlow’s future.

      She looked down at her eight-year-old nephew Ben, who gazed up at her with a wrinkled nose and an expression filled with curiosity. He had his mother’s soft brown eyes and ready smile, always seeing adventure around every corner of life.

      “What do you know about being a wife?” On Clare’s other side, twelve-year-old Eli had his chin jutted at a stubborn angle and his arms crossed. His feet swung out into the aisle as if he couldn’t sit still. A trait he came by honestly, from her side of the family. The Barlows were always on the run.

      When he wasn’t scowling, Eli was a handsome boy. Already more handsome than his father, with his intense dark-brown, almost black, eyes framed by thick lashes, and a square jawline that hinted at the man he would become. Not like his father, if she had anything to do with it.

      Noth-ing, noth-ing.

      Clare found a reassuring smile for both boys. “Yes, I’m really getting married. And he’s a rancher, not a cowboy.”

      She would have to be enough. She’d gambled everything on this escape.

      It wasn’t the courtship most young women dreamed of—marrying a complete stranger. But Clare’s belief in fairy-tale endings had been shattered years ago by her father. She’d learned a harsh truth that many girls never grasped: every fairy tale contained a villain, and sometimes that villain was a part of one’s own family. A father. Or a brother.

      “Can I be a cowboy too?”

      Sweet Ben. Clare slid her arm around his small shoulders and pulled him closer. She whispered a reminder in his ear.

      “Of course. And remember, you’re to call me Ma.”

      “Okay,” he whispered back.

      She’d waited until now to tell the boys about the plan. Too much was at stake. She’d been too afraid of being found out before they’d left Missouri. She’d spent the first hours of their journey constantly looking over her shoulder, certain that Victor would find them.

      Her outlaw brother would kill her for running away. Doubly so for taking his sons.

      She knew what she’d done wasn’t properly legal. She had no papers, no official claim to Ben or his brother. But she’d promised her late sister-in-law Anne in those last days before she’d passed. She could still hear her breathless plea. Take them. Keep them safe. Make sure they don’t grow up like him.

      And Clare couldn’t break that promise.

      The scenery out the window showed the Laramie Mountains in the distance.

      Al-most there. Al-most there.

      Calvin, Wyoming, was the next stop.

      Absently, Clare noted the portly gentleman in the row in front of them getting up out of his seat. Before she’d fully registered it happening, Eli had slipped his scrawny arm between the seats and snatched it back with something clasped in his hand.

      Clare caught his wrist in an iron grip.

      “What is that?” Her whispered hiss and tightening grip had Eli revealing a fine gold watch with a broken chain.

      She glanced over her shoulder at the man halfway to the hopper toilet at the back of the train. He hadn’t even registered the watch was missing. No one else paid them a lick of attention.

      It was a valuable piece—gold-plated and everything. It would be so easy to slip it inside her pocket. The man wore a fine suit. No doubt he could buy another. Clare and the boys had little funds. Her past whispered to her: easy pickings.

      She took the watch from Eli’s hand and dropped it back on the seat in front of them.

      “We aren’t Barlows anymore,” she told him in a low, steady voice. “Remember the things your mama taught you. Thou shalt not steal.”

      Eli shoved back into the seat. He crossed his arms over his chest and jutted his chin in defiance. Gone was the older brother eager to help with his baby brother. Now she saw an echo of Victor, his father. Anne would have known better what to say, how to reach him. Clare didn’t.

      Her stomach clenched with grief over missing Anne. Through every hardship, Anne’s faith had been a beacon. She’d changed Clare, brought light and truth into the world of darkness Clare had been born into. Clare had to continue Anne’s legacy for her boys.

      “Calvin, Wyoming!” the conductor announced as he passed down the aisle. As the train slowed, Clare’s heart pumped faster. Ben sprang to his feet, gripping the seat back in front of him and lifting his boots off the floor to get a better view through the window of the row in front. Eli remained affixed to the seat, his mouth screwed tight. She prayed he would keep his mouth shut and not give them away the first moment off the train.

      The train braked and rolled to a stop. Clare rose from her seat, heart pounding, knees trembling. She smiled tightly at the boys.

      At the front of the train, the steel-haired man with a wide, neatly trimmed mustache, around the same age as her pa, was the first passenger to stand. After a grand stretch, he donned his fancy black Stetson. She’d made him when he’d first entered the compartment. He had the sharp eyes and that certain shrewd manner of a man who lived outside the law.

      Ben’s hand slipped into hers. She dropped her eyes, turning her face away from the oily gaze that made her skin crawl and focusing on keeping the boys at her side as they disembarked.

      A brisk breeze swept over the boardwalk, stirring up dust as Clare stepped off the train. Her skirt flapped against her legs as she surveyed the town. Behind the rooftops, the hills were dotted with trees, their green leaves on the verge of turning gold and amber with the cooler fall weather.

      The streets were wider than the ones back home. Wide enough for two large wagons to pass. Wide enough for the herds of cattle that ranchers would drive into town and load onto trains headed for Chicago. Isaac had written in his last letter that she would arrive in time for the roundup. And wouldn’t that be something?

      She passed a young woman, carrying a toddler on her hip, who seemed to all but disappear into the arms of a hulking man in overalls. Clare froze and pressed sweaty hands together, struck by the realization that she hadn’t considered how to greet her new groom. Would he anticipate a warm hug?

      Where was Mr. McGraw?

      She scanned the area and caught on a lone cowboy near the corner of the platform away from the rails. Dressed in dark trousers and a light-blue canvas shirt topped with a black vest, he stood rigid, shoulders squared, chin slightly lowered. He had that watchful look—steady and unblinking. His fingers even twitched at his side, a gunman ready to draw.

      For a moment, she recoiled. Then she noticed what was missing—no gun belt, no pistol. Still, he glanced around, alert as any lawman.

      No one else waited on the platform. Other folks were walking away. This had to be Isaac McGraw.

      She took a few steps in his direction, her breath catching at the heat of his intense stare. If this was him, then her intended groom was an exceptionally handsome man, with his high cheekbones, vivid green eyes, and square jaw softened by a dimple. But why was he scowling at her?

      They met at the far corner of the platform. She was aware of Ben and Eli trailing behind her. Eli muttered something to his brother that she didn’t hear.

      “Mr. McGraw?” Was that her voice? Breathy and trembling?

      She saw the minute flare of his nostrils. Other than that, he was totally unreadable. He nodded.

      “I’m Clare.”

      Ben shifted his feet, and the handsome cowboy–rancher’s eyes flicked over Ben and moved to Eli. His frown tightened.

      Her stomach dropped. She hadn’t told her intended groom about her nephews. She hadn’t wanted to give him any reason to reject her.

      She glanced away. Saw the train porters unloading wooden crates. One crate caught her attention with the flash of a familiar name—Hercules Powder. Explosives?

      She blinked, drawing her gaze back to the rancher, who didn’t look any happier to see her. This man was nothing like the man in his letters, who’d written so fondly of the ranch and his family. Unease twisted in her belly, like when one of Pa’s plans went awry.

      She put a hand on Ben’s small shoulder. “This is Ben. And this is Eli.” She raised her other hand to Eli’s shoulder.

      Isaac’s scowl deepened, but he didn’t outright reject them. His gaze traveled to the street, past the crowd on the boardwalk, and landed on the man in the Stetson, standing several yards away, still on the platform. Stetson was talking with two other men who must be in their forties, wearing dusty trousers and vests over their shirts. Ranchers?

      Isaac McGraw stiffened, and his eyes narrowed. She needed him to focus on her.

      “Will we be going to the parson’s house first?” Clare pressed, trying for a soft smile. “Before we go to your ranch?”

      Isaac’s eyes snapped back to her, distraction gone. “Miss—there’s been a mistake. I didn’t send for you, and we are not getting hitched.”

      His words didn’t register at first. When they did, she felt that knot in her belly twist tighter. “What do you mean?” she asked. “A mistake?”

      He didn’t answer directly. “It would be best if you got on that train and went back where you came from.”

      Ben’s hand fisted in her skirt. Eli made a scoffing sound. She could feel the boys’ nerves ratcheting higher. Or maybe it was her own.

      “That won’t be possible.” There. She’d kept the tremble from her voice.

      But Isaac didn’t soften.

      She was aware of curious gazes from people milling about the platform nearby. She couldn’t afford to give Isaac more time to argue. “I don’t understand. You sent for me so we could be married.”

      “I didn’t send for you.”

      He’d said that before, but it didn’t make any more sense this time. His voice was low and urgent and made her think he wanted her to be silent.

      It only agitated her more. She reached into her skirt pocket and pulled out the folded envelope. “I have your letter right here. You promised we’d marry!” Her voice pitched higher and louder than she intended.

      Heads turned from the crowd on the platform, especially Mr. Stetson and his two companions. Their gazes were like nettles on her skin. She and the boys were too exposed out here in the open. She stepped closer to Isaac McGraw. Close enough to see the tight lines around his mouth and hear his breath catch.

      “Is there somewhere more private we could go to straighten out this misunderstanding?” she asked softly.

      Ben chose that moment to yank at her sleeve. “I’m hungry.”

      Isaac glared at her. “We are not going anywhere,” he ground out. “You’re getting back on that train.”

      Her plan was unraveling before her eyes. Since she’d stepped foot off the train, nothing had gone right. Victor was behind her. There was no returning, not after what she’d done. She couldn’t give up. “You gave your word. We’re getting married.”

      A shadow fell over her. “Is there a problem here, miss?”

      She didn’t notice until she looked his way that it was sharp-eyed Mr. Stetson from the train.

      She was close enough to see the subtle change in Isaac’s expression, the way his back bristled. He turned a stony face to the interloper. “No.”

      The man ignored Isaac, his calculating eyes on Clare. He puffed out his chest and tipped his hat toward Clare. “Heath Quade, president of the Cattlemen’s Association and a citizen of this fine town. And you are?”

      “None of your business, Quade,” Isaac growled.

      Ben butted his head into Clare’s side, jolting her. She’d been so caught up in the tension between the two men that, for a moment, she’d lost track of both boys. Panic flared as she turned—until she spotted Eli, quietly watching Quade. Relief rushed through her.

      “I thought you were getting married.” Ben chose the worst moment to pipe up.

      Heath Quade’s shrewd eyes darted between Isaac and Clare. “That true?”

      The muscle in Isaac’s jaw jumped, but he remained mute.

      Quade turned a calculating glance toward Clare. “You one of those mail-order brides? The McGraws sure do like them.”

      Clare didn’t know what he meant, but it was clear his words stirred up something in Isaac.

      “This ain’t your concern.” Isaac stepped in front of Clare and the boys, partially blocking her from Quade’s view. She was surprised by the protective gesture after his earlier scowl.

      Isaac’s head turned, and she realized the two other men had stepped over to flank their friend Quade. With her feet at the back of the platform, it felt a little like being trapped. Her gaze darted all around as she looked for an escape.

      One of the men addressed her. “This man botherin’ you?”

      She shook her head.

      Apparently, the moment of distraction meant Quade had stepped to the side, around Isaac. He addressed Clare.

      “I couldn’t help but overhear⁠—”

      “Stay out of it, Quade.” There was something dangerous in Isaac’s tone. Couldn’t everyone hear it?

      Quade didn’t. “As an upstanding citizen of Calvin and a duly elected official, it’s my duty to come to the aid of a lady who finds herself abandoned at the train station.”

      Isaac blocked Quade when he tried to step closer, keeping his lean, muscular body between Quade and Clare and her nephews. Almost like he was shielding her.

      Her chest tightened. Had anybody ever stepped between her and danger? She didn’t think so.

      “Did I hear you say you had a letter? A written promise to marry could be considered a binding contract.”

      Clare’s fingers gripped the letter tighter. She wanted to shove it back into her pocket. But that would be too obvious now.

      Quade spoke to the man closest to him. “What do you think, gentlemen? It’d sure be a shame if one of Calvin’s first homesteading families got sued for breach of contract.”

      Isaac’s shoulders tensed, and his stance grew more rigid.

      The other rancher looked uncomfortable. “If McGraw can’t keep his word, the circuit judge can sort this out when he comes to town.”

      Something passed between Quade and Isaac. She wished she could see Isaac’s face.

      Quade said, “Maybe we should just walk over to the marshal’s office and see what Marshal O’Grady has to say about this.”

      Eli, a statue throughout the whole exchange, began to shake. His fists were clenched at his sides, and he was standing on the balls of his feet, ready to run.

      Clare gripped his sleeve. “That won’t be necessary,” she said quickly to Quade. “I’m sure Mr. McGraw and I can come to an equitable⁠—”

      Isaac turned toward her. He motioned to the stairs off the platform. “The wagon is thataway. Get a move on.”

      The command in his voice grated on her last nerve, but she also had a sense that this was the only offer he was going to make. And she needed to get off the platform, away from so many prying eyes. Eyes that could report back to Victor if he ever sent a scout looking for her here.

      She grabbed Eli’s arm with one hand and Ben’s hand with the other and followed Isaac’s long-legged stride off the train platform.
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      With her finely tuned instincts, Clare felt a prickling awareness of the curious gazes from passengers on the boardwalk and the men they’d left behind at the station as Eli and Ben scrambled into the wagon box.

      The wagon itself was loaded with supplies and waited outside the dry-goods store.

      A few feet away, Isaac and a boy with a similar stubborn jawline, a little older than Eli, were engaged in an intense conversation. Every line of Isaac McGraw’s body conveyed suppressed anger and frustration.

      The wind carried his last clipped words to the boy. “You ride ahead and start fixing this.”

      “I’m hungry,” Ben muttered again.

      Clare leaned over the wagon bed to pat his shoulder. “Try to take a nap,” she urged. “We don’t want to cause trouble in our first moments here.”

      “Too late,” Eli mumbled.

      Isaac stalked to the wagon, ignoring a lifted hat from a man passing by as he approached.

      Clare quickly climbed onto the front seat. The trip would be tense at the start, just inches from him on the seat, but she knew how to calm angry men.

      “You don’t happen to have children?” she asked, a hint of honey in her voice.

      The wagon shifted as he settled on the bench. His hesitation lasted so long, she thought he wouldn’t answer.

      “My nephew,” Isaac finally grumbled.

      “I thought I could see the family resemblance.”

      Another grunt, a flick of the reins, and the wheels began to turn.

      “I know you weren’t expecting the boys,” she said with a tentative smile. “We hadn’t really gotten that far in our letters.”

      They passed out of town as a lengthy silence settled between them.

      “They’re good boys. Growing up on a farm, they’re no strangers to hard work. They can care for chickens or hogs. And they’re fast learners.”

      Still no reply. It couldn’t be more obvious that he didn’t want to engage with her. And they hadn’t been married before they’d left town. This wasn’t a good start. At least the boys had settled in the back of the wagon, pulling their hats over their eyes.

      From the corner of her eye, she took in Isaac’s profile. A half-day’s growth of dark-blond beard shadowed his hardened jaw. He kept his eyes fixed on the road ahead.

      Her palms began to sweat. She rubbed them on her skirt, searching her mind for something from the letters to placate him. Yes. He had written he needed a cook.

      “Your ad mentioned you were looking for someone to cook. I’m a great cook!” It was a slight exaggeration. Her mother had passed on when Clare was young, and Clare’s early instruction hadn’t been in cooking. It’d been pickpocketing.

      “I didn’t mention anything,” he muttered.

      He had. A whole paragraph listing his favorite meals. Didn’t he remember?

      The wagon rattled along the two-track road over a slight hill. Clare grasped for something to say as they rolled past the lodgepole pines and rocky outcrops that dotted the landscape. A slight breeze swept across the grassy prairie. The land was vast. She could see for miles in all directions. The McGraws owned several homesteads they had already proved up. From the few letters she’d received, she could tell they were proud of the land they owned.

      “No wonder your family settled here. It feels like the land goes on and on forever.”

      His shoulders tensed even more, if that were possible.

      Clare grew agitated. Every attempt to chip away at the man’s icy demeanor failed. He remained as silent and unyielding as the distant mountains as he eyed a farmhouse set back off the road.

      She breathed in a long, deep breath. Slowly released it. He doesn’t want you here. But if he didn’t want her, then why had he placed the ad? And written the letters?

      She cast a glance at his grim profile again. Something Anne used to say passed through her mind.

      Can’t deny the sun’s shining when it’s right there in the noonday sky.

      Fine.

      She turned on the hard seat and confronted him head-on. “Why did you write the letters?”

      He sighed and rubbed the place where his nose met his forehead. A fine blush bloomed at the top of his cheeks. “I didn’t write any letters or place an ad. My brothers…”

      “Your brothers?” Her voice had grown faint.

      “My brothers cooked up a plan to get me a wife by placing one of those ads.” The red on his cheeks deepened. “It didn’t work out—for me.”

      What did that mean?

      “Then my nephew”—he nodded ahead to where the lanky boy was just visible on horseback—“and my niece decided to write back to one of the letters. Your letter.”

      His nephew had written the letters. Everything she knew about him and the ranch, the life she had run to, had been written by a boy? Humiliation took root as she thought of the words she’d written back.

      “I don’t understand. Why would your nephew do that?”

      She recognized the angry set to his jaw as he muttered, “It’s complicated.”

      “You didn’t put him up to it?” she pressed.

      “I have no need for a wife,” he growled.

      This was all a child’s prank? And she’d staked her future on it? She waited for more, but his mouth became a grim line.

      “I’m real sorry,” he said, but his words didn’t make a real apology. He didn’t sound sorry. He sounded annoyed. “David and Jo finagled a way to buy the train ticket with their own money and send it with the adults none the wiser.” He shook his head with a humorless laugh. His eyes rested on her. “They shouldn’t have done it.”

      Clare’s stomach sank. She pictured the short advertisement Anne had circled in the newspaper. Anne had called the ad “God’s providence.” Looking back now, Clare saw it for what it was. Too good to be true.

      Her thoughts whirled, trying to find a solution for this disaster. “You sure you don’t want to get married?” Her mind went to the ads she’d scoured over and over. Men who listed ads seemed to want companionship and help with ranch work.

      “No.” The curt word left no room for argument.

      “So what am I supposed to do?”

      “That’s not my problem.”

      “You came all the way to town. That shows a sense of responsibility,” she argued.

      “I came to make sure David didn’t do something foolish,” he snapped.

      The words carried a sense of honor that she’d appreciate at another place and time—not when her careful plans were unraveling all around her.

      “You can go back where you came from,” he said.

      “The boys and I can’t go back. There’s nothing left to go back to—no home, no family, no farm.”

      He glanced over his shoulder at the boys. Eli was awake, head propped on one elbow at the back corner of the wagon, staring at the passing scenery. Ben stirred from where he’d fallen asleep tucked between two crates.

      The enormity of what she had done hit her.

      Isaac let out a long-suffering sigh. “My brothers can regroup and help you figure out what to do, since David and Jo created this mess.”

      Isaac scanned the horizon with a level of attention she didn’t expect from someone who claimed to be a simple rancher. That made her even more curious about him—more so than the dozens of little mannerisms she’d noticed during the past half hour. Her thoughts were interrupted by a small finger tapping her on the shoulder.

      “I’m hungry.” Ben had crawled over some crates stacked at the back of the wagon and tried to whisper in her ear. She’d pushed off his needs back in town. She had nothing to feed the boys.

      Isaac leaned forward and reached under the seat, rummaging. He pulled out a shiny metal lunch pail that was overflowing with so much food that the red-and-white cloth tucked around its top strained to contain it all. He handed it to her, his eyes on her only long enough for Clare to take it from him before setting it on her lap. Under the cloth, she found biscuits, thick slices of ham, and two apples at the bottom.

      “Looks like someone made fresh biscuits this morning. Would you mind if the boys shared one?”

      “They can have all of it.”

      The quick act of kindness seemed to contrast with the gruff, angry man next to her, but she wasn’t going to argue about this. Not when the boys needed food.

      She turned to hand a fluffy biscuit to Ben. The wagon jostled, and her shoulder brushed against a hard, muscled bicep. A tingling sensation shot down her arm into her fingers. His jaw remained tight and his gaze miles ahead.

      “What do you say?” she murmured.

      The boys gave a chorus of awkward thank-yous.

      No-no. No-no.

      One of the wagon wheels squeaked. Instead of the hopeful message she’d heard on the train, worries cascaded in time with each turn of the wheel.

      No husband.

      No home.

      No future.

      What now?

      Isaac shifted beside her. Suddenly, those sharp green eyes were turned on her, studying her. “I’ve got some questions of my own, you know.” His voice was low and raspy and deceptively calm. “Like why a woman like you would need to become a mail-order bride.”

      She bristled, then caught herself. A woman like her. What did he mean by that?

      In the back of the wagon, the boys were chattering in low voices. Something about a rabbit.

      A woman like her would go to great lengths to protect the people she loved.

      “What kind of woman is that?” She tipped her head artfully.

      But his eyes were sharp, not curious. “You said you know about farming and cooking, and you have two boys to help. And you’re a looker. You couldn’t find a man in all of Missouri to take you on?”

      Clare felt a subtle flutter inside as Isaac’s words registered. A woman like you and a looker. Her face warmed as she realized Isaac McGraw thought she was pretty.

      “What happened to your husband?”

      What husband? It was on the tip of her tongue, but she caught the words just in time. She flicked a glance back at the boys, who didn’t seem to have heard.

      “He’s gone.” She tried for a note of sadness and finality. It was true. Victor had left town on a job—she hadn’t asked more. And when her brother returned to the farm, he would find her and the boys gone.

      “Things were getting difficult back in Missouri—taking care of the boys on my own. I had nobody to help with the farm. Seems like I was always scrimping for food.”

      She was careful to tell the truth.

      From under her lashes, she chanced a peek at him. He was watching her. His scrutiny was sharp, observant, and deliberate. A seasoned lawman assessing a suspect’s sincerity?

      Why had she thought that? She quickly cut her gaze away.

      Her dress sleeve had pulled up on her left arm, exposing an inch of a white scar. She carefully slid it down to her wrist. She had one more card to play. And nothing to lose.

      She turned and waited for him to face her. Looked at him from beneath her lashes. “I was lonely,” she said.

      The truth hit like a blow to her stomach.

      For a moment, something sparked in the air between them. A shared recognition?

      Was Isaac McGraw lonely too?

      But then his eyes shuttered. “We’re on McGraw land now. The homestead isn’t far, and the whole family will be waiting.”

      Her face burned. All her charms fell flat on this rancher. She stole another glance at his profile. He was a complete mystery to her. But she would figure him out. She had to.
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        * * *

      

      The sun hung low in the sky, casting a warm glow over the valley and the misty mountains farther away. From this distance, Isaac saw David disappear into the barn and had to quash a second bout of irritation toward the boy.

      Isaac’s instincts had sent him to the train station after Drew had talked Isaac into going to town for supplies.

      His instincts had been right. David had ducked away and slipped into the crowd the moment Clare and those boys had stepped off the train. Isaac couldn’t help being angry at the mess his nephew had created. David was usually a good kid. What had gotten into him?

      The woman beside him had gone silent a few miles ago. When he’d informed her they were close to home, her eyes had devoured the landscape. He caught her short, sudden intake of breath followed by a faint “oh” as the wagon and its weary crew rolled up and over the last hill and the homestead came fully into view. Her shoulders straightened, fingers tightening around the edge of the bench seat. The youngest boy had fallen asleep, his head resting against a sack of flour. The oldest watched the scenery with careful interest.

      Isaac hadn’t let himself look at her full on since the train platform but couldn’t erase the image from his memory. She was striking. Beautiful. The kind of quiet beauty that settled under a man’s skin without him realizing it. His eyes swept over her now. Her brown work dress was plain, but it suited her. What caught him, though, was the shawl she’d draped around her shoulders. Soft brown with a wide stripe of cream and blue that wrapped around her like a protective arm. Its wispy fringe swayed with the motion of the wagon, brushing lightly against her creamy cheeks. The touch of it seemed to soften her face even more, drawing his eyes when he knew better than to look.

      Their gazes caught for a moment. She had the kind of eyes that flashed warmth, and a wide, expressive mouth that could distract a man less cynical than him. Now those eyes shone with pleasure while her lips parted in awe.

      “It’s lovely,” she said, barely above a whisper.

      Her admiration sparked something inside him. How many times had he ridden up this road? With Clare beside him, he was seeing it with new eyes.

      The barn, the bunkhouse, the fenced paddock where several horses grazed, weather-worn but well maintained by the labor and grit of three generations of McGraws. His chest tightened with both pride and the suffocating need to escape.

      A thread of smoke drifted from the chimney of the main homestead, evidence that a fire still burned in the hearth. Drew and Kaitlyn sat on chairs pulled from the kitchen to the front stoop, mugs in hand. Isaac swallowed, almost tasting the strong brew.

      A dog barked. A blur of tan, black, and white chased circles around Tillie. Her blonde braids swinging, she tried to pivot but tumbled to the grass. Isaac saw a flash of her as a toddler, when he’d catch her from falling and swing her into his arms.

      “Stop.” Tillie shrieked and giggled as his brother Nick’s shepherding dog furiously licked her face.

      Isaac blinked and looked away. He’d had nowhere else to go when everything had fallen apart. He needed the seclusion of his cabin to hole up, lick his wounds, and try to find a way forward. And to keep his eye on Quade.

      He assessed the pretty woman sitting next to him. She’d come here as a mail-order bride. Why? He pushed aside his natural curiosity. Clare Ferguson was not his responsibility. But he couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that she might bring trouble.

      Isaac pulled the reins taut, and the wagon rolled to a stop. Drew and Kaitlyn were already off the porch, walking hand in hand. Jo appeared from the barn and sprinted to the wagon. David dismounted and tied his horses to the corral fence before returning to the wagon.

      “Uncle Isaac, you brought her home with you!” the girl exclaimed. Her eyes, wide with excitement, flitted from him to Clare and to the back of the wagon. Her brow wrinkled.

      Isaac fisted the reins, his gaze tangled with Clare’s. She lifted her eyebrows. He dipped his chin. Vowing to ignore her, he slid from the bench and halted at the side of the wagon. He craved distance. Recalling the gentle brush of her shoulder, his bicep responded with a twitch, as if haunted by a phantom touch.

      Clare’s boys were already out of the wagon.

      “Is that your dog?” Clare’s youngest asked. She’d called him Ben.

      Isaac gritted his teeth, hardening himself against the young boy’s curious tone. He restricted his thoughts to the tasks at hand. Tend to the horse, unload the supplies, and fix the box staple that had come loose on the wagon. His meddlesome family could figure out the rest.

      He was already running his fingers over the loose staple on the sideboard when he heard Jo say, “She didn’t say she had boys.”

      Drew ambled to Clare’s side of the wagon and offered a hand down, but he sent Isaac a side-eyed look over the wagon. Kaitlyn stepped forward, laying a gentle hand on Clare’s arm.

      “Welcome to the McGraw homestead, Miss…” Kaitlyn faltered, her forehead wrinkling as she took in the boys scrambling around the supplies while Jo unlatched the wagon back.

      “Ferguson.” Clare provided her last name.

      A beat passed where Isaac expected Clare to say more. She didn’t. Was this the same woman who had yammered all the way from Calvin?

      There was a flurry of introductions and a mention that Ed and Rebekah were currently over at the Boutwells’ place nearby. Nick was with the cattle.

      Clare Ferguson was all smiles, the youngest boy glued to her side. Eli and David stood a few feet from each other near the back of the wagon, eyeing each other awkwardly. Isaac moved to the back of the wagon, lowered the tailgate. He grabbed a large grain sack, hoisted it over his shoulder, and headed to the barn. Drew grabbed one too, following Isaac and leaving Kaitlyn with Clare and the children.

      “What happened?” Drew asked when they were inside the barn.

      “Quade happened.” Isaac tossed the feed sack onto the ground. It landed with a thump that wasn’t satisfying enough.

      “What?”

      “Quade and his cronies were on the platform at the depot. David disappeared.” Isaac had seen David sneaking toward the wagon just before Clare had disembarked.

      “When I met her”—he jerked his thumb back toward the wagon and the women’s chattering voices—“she was spouting off about the letters. Quade was quick to offer to help her sue us for breach of contract. Said it would be a real shame if the family lost our homestead in a lawsuit.”

      “That skunk!” Drew’s eyes narrowed, but his anger was banked.

      After hearing about Clare Ferguson’s hardships, Isaac couldn’t really say whether she would do it or not. She obviously needed the money.

      “Folks started gathering around. I thought it best to bring her here instead of making a bigger scene.”

      “This scheme of Jo and David’s was foolish.” Drew ran his hand over his face and blew out a breath. “Kaitlyn can buy her train tickets to go home. I’d take her back to town tomorrow, but I can’t—not till after the roundup.”

      Kaitlyn’s inheritance had helped the family out of a difficult spot earlier in the year.

      Isaac’s stomach growled, reminding him he’d given the boys his lunch. He thought of Clare, who’d only taken a few bites and given the rest to her boys. She had a mother’s heart.

      Drew must’ve heard. “Come on up to the house and eat.”

      As they walked, Isaac studiously ignored Clare walking with Kaitlyn toward the house. Drew glanced between them. “So, what do you think of Clare?”

      Pretty. The word almost tumbled from his mouth. He pressed his lips together. Sure, she was pretty. Probably one of the prettiest women ever to arrive in Calvin, Wyoming. Her dark hair was pinned up, but a few tendrils had escaped, curling at her temple and brushing against her cheek. Her hazel eyes danced, and her smile was striking enough to land like a gut punch. Isaac still couldn’t figure out why she would need to answer an ad.

      He didn’t think she’d throw her lot in with a man like Quade.

      But she had traveled hundreds of miles to marry a stranger.

      He took the two steps up the porch stairs, cracked the door open, and stepped inside. Drew followed, crowding in behind him. Inside, Clare stood with Kaitlyn in the hall, smiling one of her charming smiles and inspecting his grandmother’s cross-stitch that hung in a wooden frame over the row of hooks near the door. A Bible verse they’d all had to memorize.

      In all thy ways acknowledge him, and he shall direct thy paths.

      He’d once believed that—that God was directing his steps. But God had abandoned Isaac. Or Isaac had gotten off the path somewhere.

      Clare turned to Kaitlyn, eyes shining. “Your family must believe in the providence of God.”

      “Oh yes. It was God who sent me to Drew and the children.”

      Clare’s voice softened. “I can’t help but think that maybe those letters that got sent are kind of like the story of Abraham sending his servant to fetch a wife for his son Isaac.”

      The statement was so preposterous that Isaac sucked in air when he should have swallowed.

      Drew stepped near and gave him a couple of slaps on the back, then removed his hat and dropped it over one of the hooks.

      Kaitlyn smiled at Isaac’s discomfort, but in a flash, she turned green and excused herself to run upstairs.

      Clare’s cheeks turned pink. Her eyes followed Kaitlyn up the stairs, then turned to Drew.

      “She okay?” Isaac asked.

      Drew ran a hand through his dark hair, releasing a sigh, but then his expression changed. The corner of his mouth lifted, and a gleam sparked in his eyes. “She’s in the family way.”

      A beat of envy struck Isaac, followed by a piercing sadness. He hadn’t known. He would be an uncle again, and he hadn’t noticed. He’d been here. Home. But not truly engaged with his family.

      Drew let out a sharp breath. “That’s why I can’t go back to town. Kaitlyn won’t be able to go on roundup. We’ll be short a cook.”

      Clare hovered nearby.

      “I can cook for you,” she volunteered. “The boys would love to ride out on a roundup.”

      “No.” But Isaac’s quick refusal went unheeded.

      Drew’s eyes had a considering look in them.

      Clare barely glanced in Isaac’s direction.

      “I’ll accept payment,” she said to Drew. “If I’m not to be married, I’ll need to figure out what to do next. And I’ll need money.”

      Frustration boiled in Isaac’s gut. Drew was the oldest brother. The one who felt responsible for the entire family.

      How had Clare known just what to say so he would feel responsible for her too?

      Isaac tried to catch his brother’s eyes, shook his head. But Drew only sent him a regretful glance.

      “My children created this mess. The least we can do is try and set things right.”
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