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Chapter 1
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The mornings were getting cooler as they were preparing us for the coming of the snow still north in the high country. It was this time of year the ranchers knew their main job was to take as many hands they could spare and head to the high pastures to get the herds down before the snow blocked the pass. 

From the looks of that morning sky, Jason knew they would be cutting it close. He turned and walked back into the bunk-house and poured himself a cup of coffee as the hands started to get up. As he got off his top bunk, Chet looked over to Jason, “well Boss Man, what does it look like?”

Jason turned to his best hand and smiled, “well, I tell ya if I was a betting man, I would have been headin’ up to that north pass a few days ago. Ya’ll see those clouds over yonder, well that means snow and it’s heading this way.” 

~~~~~~

[image: ]


UP IN THE MAIN HOUSE, Judge Elias Crawford was also looking out the window at the morning sky. Understanding the signs, he knew they had to get on the trail as soon as possible. His thoughts were interrupted by the gentle knock on the door on his study and his wife, Elizabeth, walks in with his morning coffee. “I thought a cup of nice hot coffee would help you decide if you’ll be leaving for the pass today.”

The judge looked at his wife, he had been married to Elizabeth Elaine Monet for almost thirty years and she was still as lovely as the first day he saw her that first day in her father’s mercantile. She still was that lovely young girl, no matter how many years had passed. She smiled at him as she placed the coffee cup on his desk. He knew she would not be happy with his decision to go on the drive. Too many years have gone by, too many years, not to mention he wasn’t getting any younger, but he’d like to get a few more drives under his belt. He took his wife’s and sat her down on the sofa across from his desk. 

“Elizabeth Dear, I’ve come to the decision I want to leave with the hands today to head for the north range.” He saw the expression on her face and continued, “now I know what you’re gonna say, but I’ve made up my mind Elizabeth.”

Oh, Elizabeth knew he was right on that, Eli had a stubborn streak in him when he made a decision. She slowly got up and walked toward the desk and stopped, “I suppose you’ll be taking all the hands.”

Eli got up and placed his hands on her shoulders, he knew what she was worried about. Though they had lived here on the Circle C for the past 20 years being so far away from town, Elizabeth always had an uneasiness when everyone was gone on those yearly drives. Montana was not Kansas and they were a bit far from the civilization she grew up in. One would think after all these years, she would have changed her views, but as the saying goes, one can’t take the city gal and put her in the country. 

She slowly walked over to the window and without turning around, “will you be taking all the hands on this trip?" 

He knew she was still a bit skittish about being left on the ranch with only a few hands. Sure there wasn’t really anything to worry about and she wasn’t being left with no one there besides Waco. Charlie and Bill, he’s leaving Jim to help with the chores still needing to get done. 

“You know we go through this each year, I thought we settled all this last year, now I can have the Johnson boys come here every afternoon just to check in on you.”

She looked at him realizing how silly she was being, after all, Elias had been doing this round-up for the past sixteen years, you would think she’d be used to it by now. She gave him a smile and he kissed her forehead and together they headed for the kitchen. 

As he sat down at the table, he looked at his wife and remembers when they first came to Montana. They were just a few years married when Eli decided to give up his law practice in Kansas and move out west. He had been thinking of it for some time and he had to admit the idea of starting fresh had an appeal he really was looking for. He could still practice and in a territory like Montana, he could establish himself, not only as a judge, but maybe try his hand at ranching. 

And so after he convinced his wife the move was genuinely a step forward, they packed their belongings and headed west. They arrived at Fort Benton in late May and began the search for the perfect piece of land to build their future. That was eighteen years ago and the judge had built himself, not only a fine reputation for himself as a lawyer, but also had one of the finest cattle ranches in the territory. With the talk that the territory was seeking to apply for statehood, it seemed that Eli would be asked to help with the procedures to present to Washington. But for now, his attention was focused on his Elizabeth and her uneasiness on his going was a bit unnerving.

“I’ll tell you what Liz, I’ll ask Captain Peterson if he could spare one or two of his men until I return.” 

She looked at him, “you’ll do no such thing Eli Crawford, we’ll be fine here besides you know the captain is short-handed enough with miners up in the mountains, he needs his men right there at the fort.”

Eli shook his head and smiled, seems his wife had gotten over her fears for the moment. He also knew he was right with the discovery of gold in the mountains men were flocking to the territory from everywhere.

~~~~~~
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IT WAS MIDMORNING WHEN the men had assembled in front of the house waiting for Eli to come out. As the door opened, Eli and his wife came onto the porch, followed by Liss. 

Jason smiled at Liz and tipped his hat, “Mz. Crawford.” 

Liz nodded and smiled at him and then smiled to all the men there. Liss looked at Jason, “morning Jason.” 

He smiled down at her, “morning Liss.”

There was no question Melissa Gabrielle Cristina Crawford was everyone’s little sister on the ranch and could get anyone of those hands to do just about anything within reason. Though she dressed like a twelve year old boy, there was no mistaken that under that cowboy hat was the prettiest chestnut red hair and one look into those eyes of her’s, well one day, some man is gonna see she’s a real pretty gal. But with Jason, well, that was another story, she had a special fondness for the boss man. One might even say Jason Reynolds was her knight in shining armor, why she even said one day she’d marry him. 

The judge gives his daughter a hug and smiled at her, “stay out of trouble and listen to your mother.” 

She gave a nod as he turned to his wife, “I’ll be home in a few days, stay close there’s a cat out there and I’d feel safer if you and Liss stayed close.” He gave her a hug and then turned to his horse and mounted up. 

Liss moved near her mom as they watched Elias and the men ride out. 

Jason turned once, smiled and waved to them. 

Elizabeth put her arm around her daughter’s shoulder, “he’ll be back before you know it.”

“Oh. I know Mama.” With that, Liss walked back into the house. 

Elizabeth has known for some time, her teenage daughter had found the foremen interesting, well, interesting as could be had from a sixteen year old girl’s fantasy, the fact that Jason himself saw her as not only his boss’s daughter, but just what she was a sixteen year old girl with her first crush.

~~~~~~

[image: ]


IT WAS THE FIRST NIGHT of camp, Cookie had set up the chuckwagon early, just to get a head start on supper. They hoped to make it to the north pass by mid-day tomorrow. With the looks of the sky today, they seemed to be only a step away from snow falling and closing the pass. 

Jason walked over to the campfire and poured himself a cup of coffee. He looked out across the night sky just hoping to get to the pass and back down before the snow. He was so occupied with his thoughts, he didn’t hear Elias walk over.

“You worried Jas?” 

He looked at him, “a bit Sir, you know how tricky that snowfall up on those mountains can be.”

Elias shook his head, “I know, but I have a feeling we’ll be alright.”

“A feeling Sir?” 

He smiled at him, “sure, after all I did promise the Misses that we’d be home in a week or less.”

Jason smiled, he knew Liz was a bit upset being there especially with the thought of a mountain lion lurking about and well the judge wanted to ease her fears.

~~~~~~
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LIZ CARRIED THE FOOD into the dining room. It was only the first night with Elias gone and Liz already was worried. 

Liss, saw the look on her mother’s face, “it’s alright Mama. Why I bet Papa and Jason and the men are enjoying themselves in the night air. You know they can get when they’re on the trail. Why I bet they don’t even miss us.” 

Liz looks at her daughter and smiles, she knew what she was doing. She was trying to get her mind off her father, unfortunately it wasn’t working. 

Liss decided to try another idea, “Mama, how old were you when you courted papa?” 

Liz looked at her, “well as I recall, I was sixteen when your father invited me to my first social.”  

She looked at her mother, “sixteen!”

“You must understand these things are quite different back in Kansas.”

She looked at her, “maybe, but sixteen Mother?” 

“Well first off, your father was already four years older than I and had a profession. He was working in the lawyer’s office in town and preparing to take his bar exam. Your grandfather was not in favor of him taking me to the social, but your grandmother saw no harm, after all the entire town would be there.”

Liss smiled and put down her fork wanting to know more, “and you went of course.”

Her mother smiled at her, “of course. I can remember the gown I wore. It was the most beautiful shade of green. Your grandmother said it brought out my eyes.” 

The young girl had to agree her eyes were a deep emerald green and with her hair just captured her beauty. Liss had not inherited those eyes, though they were sticking in their hazel effect with the soft green intertwined with the a touch of amber they did seem to capture the eye and interest of those who met her and her hair was the color of a warm brown with caramel and strawberry highlights scattered in the long curls. At times it was hard to believe under those jeans and flannel shirt was a young lady. 

For a moment, Liz’s mind took her back to that first social. 

Suddenly, the sound of shots rang out. They were coming from the barn and Waco’s voice could be heard telling the men to check out the other side of the barn. 

Suddenly, there was a knock on the door. Waco’s voice called out, “Miss Liz, I ask you and Miss Liss to stay inside until you here from me.”

“Waco, is there something wrong?” 

“Mz. Liz, I will let you know when I know, please stay in the house.” 
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