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			Chapter One

			Autumn 1878

			Every persimmon that Jacob had cut open had a spoon, not a fork. The woolly worms that the children found predicted a harsh winter. Onion and corn skins were thicker. Moses counted more fogs than usual on August mornings. The few walnut trees were heavy with nuts, and acorns on the rare oak trees were numerous. Boone said there’d been a ring around the moon since October, and the birds that flew south for the winter had gone. All the signs indicated an early and cold winter, something Jacob of all the Wilsons didn’t mind. There were times he missed Kentucky and the cooler climate there, although not enough to return.

			After two years in Texas, it had become home. Veteran of several cattle drives and known for his ways with horses, Jacob fit into ranch life like a well-made shirt. He was the only one of his brothers in Texas who lacked a wife. Back home, as far as he knew, Garrett hadn’t married. 

			After Ezekiel and Katie wed and moved into the small cabin, Jacob had spent his evenings in the bunkhouse with the other hands for the company. Most of the time, he took his meals with one of his brothers’ families, but he liked knowing he could eat at the bunkhouse anytime. Once Boone’s new home, a shotgun house, was finished, then everyone changed homes once more. Moses and Mattie remained on one side of the dog trot cabin while Zeke and Katie moved into Boone’s former abode. Jacob returned to the small cabin that had been built for him and Ezekiel to share. He preferred sleeping there to the bunkhouse for the privacy and for the proximity to the rest of the family.

			The shotgun house lay about twenty feet beyond it, back toward the main ranch house, as well as near the vegetable garden. Built in the classic style, it boasted five rooms, one after another. 

			. The largest, at the back, belonged to Boone and Rachel. The other two lay behind the kitchen, one for the boys and one for the girls. Unlike the cabins, it had as many windows as Boone could afford. When they were all opened, as well as the doors, the house breathed as the wind blew through. That made it cooler than the cabins or even Liam’s main house. Sometimes the wind whistled and moaned beneath the eaves, making odd music. It also sat a few feet above the ground so that snakes couldn’t get inside.

			Jacob treasured the memory of Sally Ann, his late wife, although with each passing year, he accepted that life continued even though she hadn’t. He could recall her dark brown hair, as close to black as it could be, and her brown eyes that sparkled when she was happy. He missed her touch and the small things, whispering about the day just past in bed at night, the first cup of coffee, the pies she would bake, or the leather britches beans she cooked. 

			Until he came to Texas, he’d never paid much attention to blonde women, but when he first saw Moses’ wife, Mattie, and then her sister, married to Liam Rafferty, founder and original owner of the ranch, Jacob noticed. Both women were beautiful, with delicate features, eyes bluer than a summer sky, and hair as golden as sunshine or corn silk. When he arrived, both sisters wore their hair in braids pinned up around their heads like a crown. Now, Maggie still wore that hairstyle, but Mattie sometimes did her braid in a figure eight on the back of her head or as a simple bun. He’d come to regard Mattie as a sister, and he had become friends with Maggie, as much as a man could be friends with a married woman. Moses knew Jacob found his wife pretty, but he’d never said much about it. If Boone or Zeke were aware, neither had they. He thought Boone might suspect he had an affection for Maggie Rafferty, but if so, he never mentioned it. Since Maggie was a married woman, he could do no more than admire her from afar and be a friend.

			

			Maggie, for her part, seemed to accept Jacob’s friendship, and he liked that. In a different world and situation, he would have courted her, he thought. She wasn’t his Sally Ann, and there wasn’t much similarity between the two women, but he thought he could have loved Maggie if the timing had been right.

			Liam had sent their two children off to school in San Antonio, to his in-laws, and Maggie missed them fiercely. In their absence, Jacob had done all he could to help keep that loneliness at bay, although he couldn’t fill in for her babies.

			Jacob enjoyed being an uncle and figured he would remain the bachelor uncle. He missed his daughters, but it’d been so long since he’d seen them, almost three years, they had become fond but distant memories. He had always been close to his brothers, and that had deepened since coming to Texas. Only Garrett remained in Kentucky, and if he ever saw him again, Jacob expected the bond would still be there. The one he missed most back home was his mother, Jemima, who swore she’d come to Texas, but so far had not. 

			“I wish she would come,” Boone had said the previous week when they gathered to celebrate his wife Rachel’s birthday. “She could take the train as far as San Antone, then we could fetch her from there. I’d like her to see my children ‘fore they grow up.”

			He had four now, the youngest born during a snowstorm in January last year. His oldest girl, Mima, named for their mother, was now seven, Rob was five, Benjamin would be two come this January, and the baby was Sarah Rose. Moses had his daughter Ellie and another baby on the way. Ezekiel and Katie had yet to produce a child, but Jacob suspected that it might change in the next nine months or less.

			“It’s still a hard trip from there,” Jacob told Boone. “Ma’s getting on in years.”

			Boone laughed. “She ain’t sixty years old yet, and I wouldn’t let her hear you say that.”

			“I hope she does come,” Ezekiel had added. “It’s been eight years since I saw her last.”

			“More than that for me,” Boone returned.

			Jacob wondered what it would be like if Ma ever came to Texas. The trains now were as close as San Antonio, which left no more than a five-or six-day ride to the ranch. That trip would be easier than the way each of the Wilson men had come to Texas and made it a real possibility that Mrs. Jemima Wilson could one day arrive. 

			With just days left in October, Jacob had been checking the hooves of every horse on the ranch, one animal at a time. A couple of hands assisted, including Mac and Jacob’s brother Ezekiel. Liam had also acquired six new horses, bought from a ranch south of Laredo on the Rio Grande, and all were unbroken. During the less busy fall season, Boone, Moses, and some of the other hands would break them. Jacob did his daily work at the main horse barn, beside the largest corral on the ranch. He preferred the work to trailing cattle to market, but when it came time for the spring drive, he didn’t complain either. 

			“I’ve got my eye on the gray mustang,” Liam said with admiration. “He’ll make a fine mount once he’s broken.”

			“He’s the wildest,” Jacob replied. “Got a crazy look in his eye. I pity the man who breaks him – I reckon he’ll end up on the ground more than once.”

			“The wildest horses make the best mounts,” Liam said as he tried to stroke the gray’s nose. The horse flinched and snapped his teeth, barely missing taking a hunk from Liam’s hand. “That’s what I’ve always heard.”

			Jacob didn’t agree, but he kept silent out of friendship and respect. 

			“He’s loco,” Boone commented from the edge of the corral. “He’ll be a hard one to break and dangerous.”

			Liam laughed. “If you’re frightened of him, Boone, I may just break this one myself.”

			“You’re welcome to it.”

			“Gettin’ to be a scaredy cat in your old age?”

			“Not quite, but I hope I’ve gained some wisdom,” Boone said. “That mustang could be a killer, and I’ll not take the chance to find out.”

			“I don’t plan to ever grow old, but I will ride this horse or die trying,” Liam boasted. The man could be a bit of a braggart at times, but Jacob liked him well enough.

			His words bothered Jacob, though. He’d never been one to claim any fey ways or have premonitions, but he did believe in both. If it wouldn’t disturb Ezekiel’s red-haired Irish wife, he’d ask her, but she might tell or she might not. Katie was contrary, but he liked her fine. She made his youngest brother a good wife, and she had healing ways. He wouldn’t call her a witch, but the woman had talents he didn’t begin to understand. Jacob hadn’t forgotten the eerie episode last Halloween when Katie claimed the unearthly howls they all heard had been a banshee or that Katie’s young brother, Connor, who had become a dependable hand on the ranch, died a short time later when he ran afoul of a nest of rattlesnakes. 

			Because of the mustang’s unpredictable nature, Jacob kept him separated from the other horses for safety. After Liam had gone, Boone turned to him. “You’re welcome to come for supper if you want. Rachel’s not got anything fancy, but it’ll stick to your ribs. You’re looking skinny as a fence rail these days.”

			Jacob laughed. “Hard work and a long, hot summer, Boone. I appreciate the invite, but I think I’ll go fix myself some of those frijoles. I borrowed that Mark Twain book Moses has and thought I’d read it for a spell.”

			All the Wilsons could read and enjoyed it when time permitted. As adults, they seldom had much opportunity, but Jacob had little else to do in the long evenings and had been rediscovering reading for pleasure.

			“Roughing It?” Boone asked. “It’s a fair read. If you ain’t comin’ to eat tonight, come for Sunday dinner tomorrow. We’ll eat chicken and noodles at my house, although Mattie’s making the noodles and Katie promised bread of some kind.”

			“I will, then.” It sounded delicious, and Moses’ German wife made the best noodles he’d ever put in his mouth. “Hey, Boone?”

			“What?”

			“I got a bad feelin’ about that gray mustang,” Jacob told him. “Promise me you won’t ride it, nor let Ezekiel or Moses neither.”

			Boone nodded. “I don’t plan to get within biting distance of that animal,” he said. “I don’t rightly know what we’ll do with the horse, but I give you my word, Jacob. I won’t try to break him, and I’ll see none of you do neither. Might keep him for breeding, I don’t rightly know.”

			“I’d get him off the place first chance you get.”

			“I do believe that would be wise,” Boone said. “I’ll study on how to get rid of the mustang. Come around dinnertime tomorrow or before. You’re always welcome at my house.”

			He knew that, but it was good to hear. “I’ll be there, Boone. G’night.”

			Over Sunday dinner, a delicious spread that included the chicken and dumplings, light bread as well as Irish scones that Katie contributed, leather britches beans seasoned with bacon, and raisin pie, no one mentioned the mustang. Instead, they talked about autumn, cooler than usual for this far south in Texas, and the winter.

			“I reckon it’ll be a cold one,” Moses said. “My old bones ain’t looking forward to that.”

			“You’re not old,” his wife Mattie said with a nudge and smile.

			“Naw, it’s Boone that’s old,” Ezekiel said with a wink.

			Two years older than Jacob, Boone turned thirty-four in September. Other than a few gray hairs mixed with the brown and a few lines cut deep into his face, he hadn’t aged much. He remained fit, heavier than Jacob, but then he was too slender. On occasion, Boone’s back pained him, but he was a long way from old age. 

			“I ain’t so old as that,” Boone said. “Liam’s a good five years older, if you’re countin’.”

			That put the man at almost forty, Jacob thought. His wife, the pretty Maggie, had to be younger. “Is his wife as old as that?”

			

			Mattie frowned at him. “She’s not, although she’s older than me,” she said. “If I remember right, she’s thirty-one, hardly an old crone.”

			Jacob had marked his 32nd birthday last January. In the coming year, he would be 33. Maggie was just a bit younger, closer in age than he had thought. If she weren’t Liam’s wife, she’d be a spinster, but of an age right for him. Since she was married, he dismissed the thought as those gathered laughed.

			“I’m less than two years younger than Boone,” he said. “I surely don’t think of myself as an old man.”

			“You’re not, and neither am I,” Boone said. “Let’s have some pie.”

			His youngest, Sarah Rose, grunted as her tiny face turned red and she filled her diaper. A powerful stench radiated from her, and although Rachel took her from Katie’s arms to change it, Katie’s pale face turned a greenish hue.

			She gulped, then, without a word, bolted outside. Ezekiel tossed down his napkin and followed, but she didn’t go far. The unmistakable sound of retching could be heard even with most of the windows closed. Mattie handed Ellie to Moses and wet a rag. She followed Ezekiel, who returned before the women.

			“Is she sick?” Moses asked. 

			Ezekiel beamed. “Naw, she’s with child,” he replied. “She wanted to wait to say anything, but she gets sick like this a good bit. I reckon I’d best take her home, though.”

			Boone rose and opened a window for fresh air. As he did, Mattie and Katie returned.

			“Ye needn’t do that,” Katie said. Her face was white, and she dabbed at it with the rag Mattie had brought. “I’ll be right in a moment.”

			Zeke pulled out a chair for her. “I’ll take you home if you want, pretty girl.”

			She shook her head. “I want to stay, Ezekiel. I suppose ye told them why I boked.”

			He grinned. “I did.”

			“He’s proud as if he did this on his own,” she said. “Ye’d think no man ever would be a da before him.”

			Seven-year-old Mima smiled. “Z’s gonna be a daddy?”

			Katie nodded. “That he is.”

			“I like babies,” the little girl said. “I’ll help you tend it when it comes.”

			“Good thing you’re fond of them,” Boone said. “We’ve plenty in the family now. She’s good with the little ones, though, Katie, even at her age.”

			“Aye, she’s grand. I’ve seen her with the wanes. ‘Twill be a spring baby, that I know.”

			“You need to write Ma,” Ezekiel said. “She’ll be glad to hear the news.”

			Although all of them could read and write, Boone, as the oldest, did most of the letter writing. Sometimes one of the other brothers might add a postscript or note, but he handled the family correspondence most of the time.

			Rachel returned with her youngest daughter and handed her to Boone. “I’ve got to clear the table and wash the dishes.”

			Mima held out her arms. “I’ll take Rosie-Posey.”

			That was the little girl’s nickname for her sister. Her father put the child in her arms.

			“Sit in the rocking chair with her, then.”

			“I will.”

			Since it was Sunday and he had the time, Boone got out paper and pen.

			Dear Ma,

			I hope this letter finds you and the family well. It’s now November, and so things have slowed down on the ranch. We are all well, although Ezekiel and his bride have a bit of news. They will bring a baby into this world come spring. That will make six grandbabies here in Texas that you’ve not seen, my four, Moses’ daughter, and now a new Wilson. Our partner Liam Rafferty, who you may recall from previous letters, has two, so there will be eight little ones on the ranch. Rachel has taught the ones who are old enough to read and write. My little Mima loves to read and has a storybook she likes. She likes to hear stories, too, and no one tells them the way you do.

			I think of you often, Ma, and of old Kentucky with fond memories. I doubt that I’ll ever return as I thought I would, but it would do my heart good to see you once more.

			If you come to Texas, you will be welcomed by your four sons here and our families. You can bunk with Jacob in the small cabin, so there’s room for you.

			Give Garrett our regards and love.

			Your son,

			Boone Wilson

			Each of them added their names below his: Jacob, Moses, Ezekiel, Rachel, Mattie, Katie, and even Mima.

			“I’ll send it next time I get to Laredo,” Ezekiel said.

			Jacob shook his head. “After what happened to you there last year, I’ll take it myself,” he said. “Or at least accompany you.”

			“Ain’t necessary,” Zeke said, although he looked down while he spoke.

			“I’d say it is,” Boone added. “Now that you have a wife and a child on the way to raise, you might ought to take more care.”

			Their kid brother had returned from what was meant to be a routine trip to Laredo the previous year, beaten and stabbed. If they hadn’t tracked him down and found him where he’d fallen from his horse on the way home, he would have likely died. Ezekiel had recovered from the beating, but the worst of the stab wounds had festered, requiring Boone to take extreme measures he’d learned during the war to treat it. 

			Jacob stayed until dark, talking, smoking, and singing with the family. Rachel fed them leftovers come supper time with freshly made biscuits. Jacob enjoyed the time with his family, and until he came home to his small, dark cabin, he’d all but forgotten about the berserk horse.

			Out in the separate stall where he’d locked it, the animal threshed and kicked, causing a ruckus that had the other horses riled. 

			His earlier unease about the horse returned and kept him awake for a long time, smoking and wondering why it disturbed him so. Jacob trusted Boone’s opinion, and his brother also had issues with the mustang. He wasn’t sure what Boone would have done with the animal if Liam hadn’t been so set on breaking it, but if it were up to Jacob, he thought he’d get the creature off the ranch before anyone got injured or killed.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			In November, Ezekiel managed to shoot three wild turkeys, which would become the centerpiece of the Wilson Thanksgiving dinner. Liam had plans to butcher a hog, then roast it for the hands as he’d done in other years. Cookie would fix other dishes, and it would be a feast. 

			Maggie had offered to host a meal for her family and the Wilsons, connected to the Rafferty family through her sister Mattie, now Moses’ wife. Liam had also been a friend of Boone’s for years, first serving together during the Civil War, then going west together. It had been Liam who started the ranch and persuaded Boone to stay. Jacob had heard the stories many times as the last of the four Wilson brothers to call the Double Deuce home. His brothers were partners in the operation and had urged him to put some money into it as they had. So far, he hadn’t.

			Boone turned down Maggie’s invitation and asked the Raffertys to join them instead.

			Jacob had contributed a dozen squirrels he’d shot for the dinner, and Mattie said she would also make pies. Katie promised Irish stew, so there would be a well-rounded menu.

			The week before Thanksgiving, though, the weather warmed in a brief Indian summer. Jacob went about in shirtsleeves instead of wearing a coat and long underwear.

			On the Tuesday before Thanksgiving, he awakened early to hear wild hoofbeats along with shouting in the corral and rushed outside to see what the ruckus was about. He found Liam in the corral with the gray mustang, a rope in one hand, facing the crazed stallion.

			“Liam, I’d not recommend being near that horse,” Jacob said. “He’s a danger.”

			“He’s not,” Liam replied, shaking his head until his unruly black hair flew in every direction. “He’s just spirited. I still hold that he’ll make a fine mount and a sturdy horse. I’ve little else to do with the holiday this week, so I decided I’d come down and break him today.”

			Jacob shivered as a cold chill shuddered through his body, what Ma had always called someone walking over your grave. “Don’t, Liam, he’s likely to hurt you or worse.”

			Ezekiel arrived, out of breath from running. “I heard all the noise. What’s the fuss?”

			“Liam means to ride that gray mustang,” Jacob replied. “It’s a poor idea and I have a bad feeling about it.”

			“Boone said none of us were to attempt to mount that hell stallion.”

			“I made him promise we wouldn’t, but that didn’t include Liam. Fetch Boone and hurry. Maybe he can talk him out of this notion.”

			Liam circled the mustang, talking in a soft voice as the animal rampaged. It reared and galloped, kicked, and rushed toward him. As Jacob watched, the stallion bit Liam, tearing a chunk from his arm. Blood poured from it, but Liam ignored it, intent on mastering the beast.

			“Whatever ye do, don’t get close.” Katie stood at Jacob’s side. “I’ll tell ye what I told my man – that horse will bring death.”

			Jacob nodded. “I believe that.”

			Her voice was unbelievably soft as she said. “I’ve seen it. ‘Twill be today, Jacob.”

			“Dear Lord.” Boone had arrived. He approached the corral but stopped short of entering it. “Liam, don’t be a fool, man.”

			Rafferty offered a rakish grin. “I’m not, but I’ll tame this horse and show you all. And you said Wilsons were good with horses.”

			“We are, and not one of us would take the chance with that devil,” Boone replied. 

			Liam laughed. He managed to get a rope around the stallion’s neck, but the beast reared high and knocked him down in the process. Liam cussed and came to his feet only for the horse to knock him hard against the fence. When the horse retreated, Jacob could see that Liam’s left arm hung at an odd angle. 

			“His arm’s busted,” Boone said. “I cain’t see how he can hold on, but he’s doing it.”

			Jacob shrugged. “They say where there’s a will, there’s a way.

			The determination on Liam’s face changed to anger. He flushed crimson as he came at the mustang. In one swift motion, he vaulted onto its back and dug his uninjured hand into the mane. From where he stood, Jacob could see Liam’s knuckles grow white with the effort of holding tight. The horse reared, then began to buck in a wild frenzy. Liam held his seat for a few moments, then flew into the dirt and landed hard. He stood up, chest heaving with the effort, and came at the horse. Once more, he managed to climb onto his back, but the beast tossed him again.

			Liam rose, staggering, and came toward the stallion, his fist clenched as if he intended to hit the creature square between the eyes. The horse caught Liam with its lashing hooves and put him down. As the man fought to rise, the stallion came down again and struck him three times. Liam lay still, face down in the dirt, and didn’t attempt to rise. 

			“He’s hurt,” Ezekiel said. 

			The animal stomped Liam again, striking the back of his head with a flying hoof, then kicked him. 

			“He’s dead,” Boone stated with sorrow in his voice. “I fear Liam is dead.”

			The mustang twirled in circles, still kicking like a whirlwind, moving in every direction at once. His eyes rolled back with the whites showing, wild and crazed. He roared, a far deeper sound than a whinny, and to those watching, it sounded like a shout of triumph. Then he rushed toward the fence, toward where they stood.

			None of them moved until Boone, his face a grim mask, drew his Griswold and shot the rampaging creature between the eyes. When it screamed but didn’t go down, he fired again. The horse landed beside Liam’s unmoving body, thrashed, then died. Blood from man and beast blended into a red puddle that soaked into the Texas dirt.

			Jacob rushed into the corral, followed by Boone. 

			“Stay right there,” Boone growled toward Ezekiel and Katie.

			Boone turned Liam over with a careful hand, but there was no mistaking that he was dead. The back of his head had been bashed in by a stray hoof. His sightless eyes stared upward, so Boone shut them with one finger. He removed his hat, and so did Jacob to show respect. Katie made the sign of the Cross.

			The shots brought Moses and several hands. They halted at the sight of Liam’s body, then their voices rose with questions and shocked outcries.

			“What happened?” Moses asked after he reached Ezekiel.

			“He was hellbent on breaking that mustang,” Zeke told him. “Paid for it with his life.”

			“He’s dead?” 

			“Stone cold.”

			“Who killed the horse?” Moses said.

			“I did after he killed Liam,” Boone said. “The crazy horse could have hurt or killed someone else, and God help us if he’d got out of the corral. He would’ve wreaked havoc on the ranch.”

			The word of Liam’s passing spread like wildfire to the hands. One by one, they arrived at the corral, some still buttoning their shirts. When they saw the boss lying still, they doffed their hats to show respect. Boone asked Deacon Lee and Mac to get a group to carry Liam’s remains home. Like him, they’d served with Liam during the war and followed him to Texas. Then he asked another of the hands to tell Spider Webb that they’d need a coffin made. Once he’d assigned tasks, Boone came out of the corral. 

			“We had best go tell Maggie about Liam,” he said. “She needs to know.”

			“I’ll go with you,” Moses said. “Maggie’ll need Mattie, but my wife’s gonna need me.”

			“Davy or Beau, go tell my wife what’s happened,” Boone said. “Ezekiel and Jacob, you’d best come with me, too.”

			

			“I’ll come,” Katie spoke up, although she had turned paler than fresh fallen snow.

			“I’d rather you mind Moses’ baby,” Boone told her. “Take Ellie to your place. Will you help lay Liam out when it’s time? I don’t reckon his wife will feel able.”

			“I will. ‘Tis a task I’ve done before.”

			Mattie met them at the cabin door, eyes worried. “I heard the shouting and the shots,” she said. “I was worried.”

			“We’re all fine,” Moses told her as he picked up Ellie and held her close. “But Liam’s not.”

			“Is he hurt?”

			“He’s dead,” Boone told her. “That crazy horse kilt him. Katie, here, will take care of Ellie, but I reckon your sister will have need of you.”

			“Ach der Lieber Gott,” Mattie said. “I imagine that she will. Let me get my shawl, and I’ll come.”

			Moses handed his daughter to Katie. “If she gets hungry, bring her to Maggie’s if Mattie’s not back.”

			“Aye, I will.”

			Jacob tapped Boone’s shoulder as they headed toward the main house. “If you want me to go make sure Rachel’s heard the news, I can go over there.”

			“Naw, one of the hands should have already done it. I need you with me.”

			His voice carried deep sorrow, and Jacob recalled that Boone first met Liam when both were Confederate soldiers in the war. Their close friendship didn’t end when the war did. Boone trailed to Texas after Liam, worked together with him on several cattle drives and ranches, then came to work for Liam when he bought the place. Although in Jacob’s eyes, Liam had changed from the man he must have been, but he’d still been a friend to Boone and a good one.

			Jacob would have gone to tell Maggie even if Boone hadn’t insisted that all the Wilsons go. He considered Maggie a friend, and though he’d never shared his other feelings about her, he wanted to be on hand to offer what help and comfort he could.

			They walked the short distance to the main ranch house. He heard Maggie singing inside the house as she baked. The delicious aroma of cookies wafted toward them as they approached, and although he didn’t speak German, he recognized the song as “Du, Du, Liegst Mir in Herzen”. He’d heard it sung, and from what Mattie had once said, it wasn’t quite a love song but more a lament that longed for a deep love, one that was lacking.

			She didn’t hear their approach on foot, and most were silent. Boone went around to the kitchen door, the others falling behind, and knocked. Normally, he didn’t, not if Liam was at home, but this was different. The song stopped, and Maggie came to the door, her pretty face flushed from baking. Although she wore an apron, flour dusted her skirt, and her welcoming expression turned wary when she saw all four Wilson brothers and her sister.

			“Was ist los?” she asked. 

			“I’ve got sad news for you, Maggie,” Boone said as he removed his hat. Jacob and the others followed suit. “I don’t reckon there’s any good way to say it but…”

			Maggie paled. “Liam’s dead, isn’t he? I can’t think of another thing that would bring you all here, your faces so serious and my sister with you.”

			Boone nodded. “He is, and I’m right sorry. That gray mustang killed him, and I’ve got the hands bringing him home to you. If you want, I’ll send someone off to San Antonio to tell your family and bring your children back so we can lay Liam to rest.”

			She stepped back and let them all enter, then sat down at the kitchen table. Maggie shook her head. “Nein, nein. Jawohl, send word to my parents, and they can tell the children, but we can’t wait for them to come. It takes almost a week, and we can’t wait to bury my husband.”

			So far, the woman hadn’t cried, but her face was haggard. Ma had always told them that folks grieve in different ways. Mattie sat down beside her sister and took her hands.

			“Maggie, we can wait if necessary.”

			“No, we mustn’t. It may be cold, but it’s not cold enough to keep Liam from stinking. Who’ll make the coffin?”

			“Spider will,” Boone said. Then he must have realized Liam’s wife, now a widow, might not know the hands by nicknames. “Otis Webb, the trail cook, makes such, and I’ve already sent word for him to get started. Some of the hands will bring Liam home, but I’d advise you not to look at him. He’s mighty busted up from the horse.”

			Maggie lifted her head with dignity. “I must see him. After all, I was his wife, and I’ll have to lay him out.”

			“Ezekiel’s wife Katie will do that task for you,” Jacob spoke, his voice gentle. “Boone’s right. You’d be better to remember Liam as he was, Maggie.”

			Her dark blue eyes met his. “Do you truly think so, Jacob?”

			He nodded. “I do.”

			The way the back of Liam’s head had been crushed was liable to give him nightmares, he thought, and it would be far easier if Maggie didn’t have that awful image in her mind. Liam had died in pain, face contorted with it, and although Boone had closed his friend’s eyes, the man looked far from at peace.

			“Then I’ll take your advice,” Maggie replied. “It’s hard to believe. We sat here at this table this very morning, although he said little. I watched him drink his coffee and eat a bite of bacon, then he went, eager to work with that horse he found so appealing. He didn’t kiss me goodbye nor look back.”

			Mattie tried to hug her sister, but Maggie sat straight without yielding. “Sister, he had no idea he wouldn’t be back.”

			“I know.” Maggie’s tone was hollow. “I’ve no notion what to do first. So many things to do.”

			Boone knelt before the new widow. “I’m here to do whatever you need me to do. Liam and I have been friends for years, served together in the war. I wouldn’t even be in Texas if it hadn’t been for Liam. Deacon Lee and me followed him down here. Tell me what you want done and I’ll do it.”

			“Any of us will offer our help,” Jacob said. He still stood near the kitchen door, Moses and Ezekiel flanking him.

			Maggie sat still, like a wounded creature, and said nothing for a few minutes. Then she sighed. “He’d want a priest, I think, so we must send for one. That priest, the one who did Katie’s brother’s funeral, what was his name?”

			“Father Leveillee,” Ezekiel told her, speaking for the first time since they arrived. “I can go fetch him.”

			“He’ll need to know when the burying will be,” Boone said. “I reckon you’d best decide on that first. Once you have, we’ll send for him and anyone else you might want. If the weather stays cold, and I think it will for a day or two, you don’t have to make a rush.”

			“There’s no need to wait,” Maggie said. “I’d rather it be done than not. I’d like to have Liam’s funeral on Thanksgiving.”

			“That’s just two days, sister,” Mattie said. “I don’t know if that’s enough time.”

			“It must be,” Maggie stated. “We planned a feast, so we can eat that food for the dinner after.”

			“You need black dresses, a widow’s veil, and such,” Mattie told her. “We can send to Laredo for some, although I doubt they have any readymade. They might in San Antonio. Our parents could bring the widow’s weeds when they come if you’ll wait.”

			“No,” Maggie said. “I won’t wait. If there’s none to be had, then we’ll dye some of my dresses black.”

			“I reckon we can find something black in town,” Boone told her. “I can send one of the hands to find out when they go to fetch the Father. Even if it’s cloth and veiling, my wife and the other ladies will sew a dress if there’s the need.”

			“Ja, then,” Maggie said. “You ought to send someone today, Boone, so they can go and return.”

			“I will,” Boone told her. “Deacon Lee will likely go to Laredo. He can visit his wife whilst he’s there, and I reckon Jack would go too.”

			The delicious aroma of baking was replaced by the sharp stench of cookies burning. Maggie gasped when she realized and started to rise. Jacob, closer to the stove, grabbed a rag and pulled out the sheets with ruined cookies. He burned his hand a bit doing it, but said nothing. He stepped to the door and tossed the black discs into the yard.

			“I burned the cookies,” Maggie said. “Oh, dear.”

			“It’s only cookies,” her sister told her. “If we need more, we’ll bake them.”

			“Who will take word to San Antonio?” Maggie asked and looked at Boone.

			Jacob knew his brother wouldn’t leave his family long enough for that trek, especially not in the current situation. He parted his lips to volunteer, then realized he would rather be on the ranch to help Maggie rather than gone. 

			“Mac will go,” Boone replied. “If you want, I’ll write a letter with the news for your folks.”

			Maggie shook her head. “I will do that, although I appreciate the offer. You can’t write in German, and I can.”

			Jacob made coffee, and Mattie fixed biscuits with sausage and gravy. 

			“I can’t eat,” Maggie told her, staring at the food.

			“Someone will,” Mattie told her. “Tell Boone who needs to be brought from Laredo besides Father Leveillee.”

			Maggie listed them, writing each name down on a fresh sheet of paper. There was Judge Masters, she thought he should be there, and possibly the current sheriff, although no one really knew him. She added the names of the livery stable owner, a few other businessmen, two lawyers, and two other veterans who served with Liam in the war. 

			“That’s all I can think of at the moment,” she said and handed the list to Boone.

			Mattie took it and added nine to ten yards of black material as well as black veiling and thread. “It’s enough for one dress,” she said. “Maybe he should buy enough for two.”

			Boone set out to see what progress Spider had made on the coffin. Liam’s body, covered with a sheet, remained outside in the wagon that had carried it home from the corral. With Mattie’s help, Maggie chose garments for Liam to wear: a black broadcloth suit, a good shirt, and a jacket.

			Then she took pen and paper to write the letter with the news. Maggie wrote in German, but her sister read it to them all in English.

			Dear Mama and Papa,

			I, your daughter Magdalena, write with sad news. My husband, Liam Rafferty, was killed in a mishap with a horse this morning on the ranch. I made the choice to bury him in two days’ time, on Thanksgiving, here on the ranch he loved. 

			There was no reason to wait until you or the children could come. Please tell Grace and Seamus that their father has died and bring them to the ranch to pay their respects.

			I would like them to remain with me afterward, and I will not return to San Antonio. This is my home and where I will stay.

			Do not send Gunther Hammerschmidt to this ranch. If he shows his face here, he will be removed.

			I look forward to seeing you, the family, and my children despite the sad occasion that will bring you to the ranch.

			With love, your daughter Magdalena Rafferty

			“Is that enough?” Maggie asked. “I don’t know what else to say.”

			“It’s fine,” Mattie told her. “It says all that needs to be told.”

			She had yet to shed a tear, but Jacob saw the ravages of grief in her face – that and something more.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			His steps were slow. Boone’s thoughts were both deep and dark as he walked home from delivering the news that Liam Rafferty, his friend, his compadre, and boss, had died that morning. Liam’s widow had taken it hard, but that was to be expected. He’d stayed to offer a helping hand and a steady manner, but he craved his home and family.

			Images from then and now haunted his thoughts as he walked, memories from the war years when he first met Liam, and they’d served together through the long conflict. He’d come to Texas with Liam, his imagination fired by tales of the distant land, and stayed. Once Liam bought a ranch, he’d gone to work for him until all these years later, he and his brothers were partners.

			He’d barely finished his coffee when he heard the commotion at the corral and was gone before Rachel could serve him sausage and eggs. There hadn’t been time for lunch, and the truth was, he hadn’t been hungry. Now that old Spider, the trail cook, who also could do carpentry, had finished the coffin, Boone headed home.

			His house lay no more than 100 feet from the dog trot cabin, but it seemed longer as he walked it. When he was almost within sight, he thought he heard someone crying. Must be the children, fighting or fussing about something. When Boone drew closer, however, he recognized Rachel’s sobs as well as Mima’s. 

			His heart pounded and his belly twisted into a knot. Boone hurried, and when he approached his home, he saw his wife sitting on the porch, weeping into her apron. Mima sat beside her, face blotched with tears as she cried. His two sons stood behind them, faces as serious as a sentry on duty. 

			Mima glanced up, and when she saw him, her face shifted. “Daddy!” she screamed. “Daddy!”

			She came off the step in one motion, braids and skirt flying, and ran to him. When she had almost reached him, she leaped into the air, and he caught her. Mima locked her arms around his neck and kissed his face over and over. “Daddy, you’re home.”

			Rachel stood up and stared. Then she ran across the few feet between them, still weeping. Boone, fearing some new tragedy, set his daughter down. “Go tend to your brothers,” he said. “Rachel, what’s the matter?”

			“Boone, oh, Boone,” she cried as she reached him. “I thought it was you. They told me it was you.”

			For a moment, he failed to understand, and then he did. “Who told you what?”

			Rachel clung to him, and he pulled her into his arms. “Davy, that kid, that hand, Davy,” she sobbed. “He came and told me you were dead, that the horse killed you.”

			“It was Liam,” he told her, his voice gentle. “Liam got killed. He told you it was me?”

			“He said that the boss was killed. You’re the top hand, and so I thought it was you,” she said. “Some of them call you ‘boss,’ and he didn’t give me any details. And when you didn’t come home, I thought…”

			She began sobbing, and he cradled her close. “Hush, honey, hush. I ain’t dead and I’m sorry you thought I was. I had to tell Maggie the sad news, and then I’ve been there, helping see to things. I come home as soon as I could. If I’d thought for a cotton-picking minute, they’d make you think it was me, I’d have sent Jacob or Ezekiel.”

			“I love you, Boone, so very much,” Rachel said. “I’m so glad you’re alive. I didn’t think I could bear to be a widow.”

			“Honey, I love you more than anything, and you ain’t a widow,” Boone replied. His heart ached for her, suffering through hours when she believed him dead. He’d been terrified when she had difficulties bringing Sarah Rose into the world, certain he couldn’t live without her and could only imagine how she must have felt.

			Eight years married come December, he loved her more than ever. Like most married folks raising a family, they’d fallen into new routines, and their life revolved around the babies. Rachel had the work of the children and the house while Boone spent his days on the ranch, often from daylight to dark as the top hand. Still, they always found time for a caress or kiss. He savored their quiet moments alone in bed, snuggled up and talking as much as intimacy, maybe more. He had been convinced he was dying when they met, and so was everyone else. A gunshot wound to the chest had made that outcome seem likely, but Rachel refused to accept it. She’d nursed him through and had removed the bullet with her own hands.

			As if their love hadn’t been tested enough, he’d been arrested for a murder he didn’t commit and spent the first few months of their marriage in jail, with the gallows waiting. Liam had worked to free him, but it’d been his brother Moses who found the truth. Boone had intended to go home to Kentucky, taking Ezekiel, who was just fifteen, with him, but once he learned Rachel was expecting, his plans changed. They’d come to the ranch and been there since. 

			Boone didn’t think all married folks displayed their affection openly. His parents had, he recalled, but it had been subtle. Moses and Ezekiel were still newlyweds, still in the honeymoon phase. 

			Today, he needed to give Rachel some time and his attention to make up for the terrible misunderstanding. Boone kissed her, for once, not minding the children would see, and held her close. She clung to him, her arms tight as if she’d never let go. She began to shake in his arms, and her legs trembled so hard he could feel it. He figured it was a delayed reaction, but so she wouldn’t fall, he lifted her up in his arms. Her arms locked around his neck, and he started for the house, pausing at the sight of the children. They were together, his boys sitting on either side of Mima, with tear-stained faces, but they smiled up at him.

			“Where’s Sarah Rose?” he asked his daughter.

			“In the cradle for her nap,” Mima replied. “Do you want me to fetch her before she wakes?”

			“I do,” he told her. “Will you mind her for now? I need to see to your mama.”

			“Is she sick?” Rob asked.

			“Naw,” Boone said. “Just scared and agitated because she thought I was a goner. She needs me right now, and your sister will tend to you.”

			“I will, Daddy,” Mima promised. 

			Once she’d got the baby, Boone carried Rachel through the rooms to the last one, their bedroom. She didn’t protest or say a word until he put her down on the bed. Rachel sat on the edge and gazed at him, eyes still brimming with tears.

			“Are you feelin’ alright?” he asked her. He undid his belt, putting the pistol and holster aside. Then he removed his jacket and vest, though it was cool in the room.

			“I was heartbroken when I thought you were dead,” she said. “I’m fine now.”

			“Are you?” Boone questioned. “You don’t look it, honey.”

			Rachel sighed. “My head hurts.”

			He lifted one big hand to push the hair away from her face, then he rubbed her forehead. When she sighed, he almost smiled. “That feel good?”

			“Yes, Boone.”

			“Then I’ll keep on,” he said, sitting next to her on the bed. “Then if you want, I’ll brush out your hair and braid it.”

			It was something he seldom did, but that they both enjoyed. “I’d like that. Will you sing to me?”

			A slow grin spread over his face. “I will, honey. Then, you’re gonna sleep for a bit, and I’ll make supper.”

			She lifted an eyebrow at that and smiled a little for the first time since he’d come home. “Will you?”

			“I can cook a bit,” he said with a grin. “Fed myself through four years of the war over campfires and plenty of times since. Besides, I reckon Jemima Ann will help me if I ask.”

			

			“She will,” Rachel said as she reached up to undo her hair. “My hairbrush is over on the table.”

			Once she let down her hair, Boone caressed it with his hands, marveling at the length of it. Then he brushed it with slow, soft strokes, touching her every chance he had. When he judged that she’d become relaxed, he divided her hair into three sections and braided it, neat and tight.

			“I never knew any other man who could braid hair the way you do,” Rachel told him. She sounded sleepy

			He wanted a smoke, but not enough to leave Rachel. “I ain’t never braided any other gal’s hair but yours and Mima’s.”

			“Don’t ever, Boone, except maybe our Sarah Rose’s when she’s older.”

			He laughed. “Are you ready to lay down for a spell?”

			As he spoke, he slipped off her shoes and undid the knot that tied her apron around her waist.

			“I shouldn’t,” she protested.

			“It’s been a hard day,” Boone told her. “You could use the rest. These next few days are gonna be rough around the ranch.”

			“Stay with me and sing.”

			“I intend to,” he said. “I’ll stretch out there beside you for a bit if you’d like.”

			She fumbled toward him with a kiss. Boone tucked her into bed and covered her with a quilt. Then he lay down beside her on top of the covers. Rachel rolled toward him, and he put his arms around her. He sang to her in a low voice, not the same songs he sang to the babies at night but love songs, some he’d sung to her before they wed. She fell asleep in a few moments. He kissed her face and held her close, but couldn’t sleep. Too many thoughts whirled around in his head like a dust devil dancing on a windy day. There were too many things yet to be done for Liam, and he’d just become the ranch boss by default.
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