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        July 1886

        South Central Montana

        The Woodbury Ranch

      

      

      “Nineteen-year-old women do not have guardians,” Laura Elizabeth Woodbury huffed.

      No wonder the ranch hands referred to her as ‘Princess Sapphire’, thought Matt Black, stretched out in the side chair across from her. If it hadn’t been for the curve of her breasts, she could have been a child sitting behind the desk. He guessed her booted feet didn’t quite touch the floor. Bright red spots of color appeared on her fair cheeks, her complexion delicate as a porcelain doll. But the steel beneath that refined surface showed in her ramrod straight spine.

      “I am sorry, Miss Woodbury,” the solicitor, Samuel Simpson, replied. “You do need a guardian. Your father was quite adamant that you wouldn’t be able to run this ranch on your own. And Mr. Black is a capable man. Give him a chance, won’t you?”

      “But I had a perfectly capable foreman until Mr. Black decided to relieve him of his position. John Whitman was the best foreman we ever had.”

      Sitting beside the lawyer, Matt Black decided she was deliberately ignoring him by failing to ask why he had to be present at the reading of her father’s will. Though they’d met before, the circumstances were certainly less amiable this time.

      “He was…until he showed a little bit too much personal interest in you,” Mr. Simpson said uncomfortably.

      Matt had found her in the barn, dressed as she was now in buckskin pants and a man’s shirt. More specifically, he’d found her in the clutching embrace of her foreman, apparently not struggling to get away. He wondered why a gently born and raised woman would allow a man such liberties.

      Laura’s father had been a life-long friend of Paul Hill, Matt’s uncle. Hill, being too ill himself to perform the duties for his friend upon his recent demise, had relegated the job to his nephew. Matt owed much of his success in life as both a railroad and lumber baron to his uncle, so he’d willingly agreed to attend to Miss Woodbury’s future while on business in Montana.

      “There’s no need to worry,” Samuel said. “Mr. Black will be in charge until he finds a new foreman for you. He’ll be staying here in one of the guest rooms until he’s completed his business.”

      Laura sputtered, “There was nothing wrong with how John handled the foreman job.”

      Matt sighed. The man may have been an adequate foreman, but he had no business putting his hands on her. Which was exactly what Matt told him when he tossed the no-good off the ranch.

      “Miss Woodbury, this portion of this discussion should be between you and me, not Mr. Simpson.”

      She turned an ice-blue gaze on Matt, one he guessed likely silenced most men … not him.

      His father had passed away when he was but sixteen, leaving him with four younger sisters and his mother to care for. He’d become the ‘man’ of the house then and, quite frankly, his gentle mother couldn’t handle her brood of strong-willed daughters. Soon, he found himself in the unenviable position of being guardian and disciplinarian. A week didn’t go by when one of his sisters was planted over his knee for a plain old-fashioned whipping. Initially, he’d hated the chore, but eventually fell naturally into the dominant role, and in due time, the girls listened to him, and the discipline sessions grew farther apart. Now, as they were all married, they were their husbands’ responsibility, thank God.

      Looking at the cool exterior of Laura Woodbury, he decided she was no different than his sisters and suspected sooner than later she’d be over his knee. He smiled at the thought, thinking how different this would be from spanking his sisters, but he was the man for the job, and would exert his authority over her. Sinking back against the back of his chair he found himself delighting in the prospect.

      Trying to reason with her, he said, “Your father only wanted you to be cared for. He wanted you protected. That duty and responsibility has fallen to me.” He smiled. “I won’t be staying forever, just until you’re settled.”

      Matt had to wonder about the uncertainty crossing her face. She appeared to not believe a single word he said. Her uncertain expression changed to sadness, and he tried recalling what he’d said to make her so melancholy. Recalling his words about how much her father had wanted her cared for must be the reason.

      “What do you mean by ‘settled’? My father never said a word about any of this to me.”

      “Settled, Miss Woodbury, as in married.” With her long, gold hair and pretty features, Matt had the feeling finding a suitable man to marry her wouldn’t be difficult.

      She gasped, then started coughing behind her hand, her eyes filling with tears.

      “Are you all right?” Matt asked as he went to stand but settled back in his chair at her upraised palm.

      She pulled a lace handkerchief from her shirt’s breast pocket and wiped her eyes. “You can’t be serious!”

      “I most certainly am.” Matt rose from his chair, stepped forward and planted his hands on the desk. When he leaned toward her, she sank back in her chair, cringing away from him. “You may choose your future husband, but I have final approval.”

      “What gives you the right to order me about?”

      “As Mr. Simpson informed you, I’m your guardian and protector.” He straightened up and folded his arms across his chest.

      “More like my jailer,” she muttered.

      “No, you’re wrong. Your life won’t change a bit, but I have a duty to perform—a job to do. And, remember, this wasn’t my idea, but your father’s.”

      Matt returned to his chair. From the high color in her complexion, he knew she was furious with him. He hoped they wouldn’t clash too often before he finally married her off, yet somehow, he guessed it would be inevitable. Laura Woodbury needed to learn that she was a woman meant to be cared for by a man. She was young and reminded him of his ex-wife, who’d been little more than a child bride herself when they married.

      Women generally followed the natural order in life when led by a strong man with a gentle manner and good intentions. He hadn’t risen so far in life due to his sternness, but because of his charm. Treating her with care would make her see the way of things. He frowned and thought, if that didn’t work he’d resort to treating her the way he had his sisters when they were ill-behaved—over his knee for a bare-bottomed spanking.

      “Uh, could we continue with the reading of your father’s will, Miss Woodbury?” Mr. Simpson’s voice sounded worried.

      She waved a careless hand. “In a moment. I’ve another question for Mr. Black. How did you know my father? He never spoke of you.”

      “My uncle, Paul Hill, had been a life-long friend of your father.”

      Laura smiled. “Yes, I remember Mr. Hill, though it’s been several years since I’ve seen him. How has he been?”

      “Not well. Your father appointed him as your guardian. Due to illness, he isn’t up to the task. In his stead, he asked me to step in. Since I had railroad business to attend to here in Montana, it was convenient.”

      “I see.” She grimaced. “How nice that my guardianship is so convenient for you.”

      Damn. Convenient. He hadn’t meant to put things quite so crassly.

      “Is there anything else?” she asked her solicitor, giving Mr. Black the cold shoulder.

      “What you’ve just heard is the extent of it,” he replied, obviously trying to mollify her.

      As Simpson’s low-pitched voice continued, Matt found himself having difficulty concentrating on the conversation. Besides, the rest of the will was standard fair. Miss Woodbury should have no other complaints. She’d been left, as Woodbury’s only heir, an exceedingly wealthy woman.

      Exhaustion overwhelmed him. His lack of sleep during his journey to Montana over the past week had finally caught up with him. Earlier in the day, he’d glimpsed the bed in the guest room and was looking forward to escaping into blissful slumber.

      Laura’s soft, melodic voice caught his attention. “That settles things, doesn’t it?” She rose from her chair. Matt and Simpson rose as well. She shook Simpson’s hand—much as a man would, Matt thought—then strode from the library, without saying a word to him.

      He followed her, his gaze riveted to her plump, womanly bottom, her hips swinging alluringly as she left. It hadn’t taken Matt long to realize Laura Woodbury had been allowed to wear the pants in her household far too long. That would stop immediately. No more wearing buckskin trousers as she’d worn today. With a bottom as fine as hers, a man could get the wrong impression about her. He sighed. Teaching her how to become a lady would be a major chore, but he guessed he’d be the only one she’d listen to for he’d give her no choice.

      Simpson shook Matt’s hand. “I warned you that Miss Woodbury was used to being in charge, didn’t I?” he said dryly.

      “You did. I’ve never met a woman quite like her,” Matt said. Most women of his acquaintance would never want to take up the mantle of responsibility.

      Simpson narrowed his eyes. “You admire her, don’t you? I hear it in your voice.”

      “Yes, I do. If she has, in fact, been in charge of this ranch for the past several years, from all appearances she’s done well by it.”

      Simpson picked up his satchel. “You know she’ll object vehemently if you interfere with the ranch operations, don’t you?”

      Matt shoved his hands into his pockets and sighed. “I know. I will only interfere if I believe she’s being endangered, or if the work is too difficult. Otherwise, I know little about ranching and will leave it up to her.”

      “Good luck to you, Black. Call me if you need my services.”

      “I shall and thank you.”

      On his way out of the library, Matt caught a glimpse of Laura’s well-rounded rear at the top of the stair’s landing.

      He called out, “Miss Woodbury? Where are you off to?”

      She peered down at him. “To change for dinner, of course.”

      Matt gave an approving nod. “Excellent idea. I’ll meet you in the dining room shortly.”

      Satisfied, he strode down the hall to the dining room, confident Miss Woodbury understood how things would be between them.
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      “Mary! Please fetch me my mother’s red satin gown. You’ll find it at the very back of the closet.”

      “Your mother wore that gown for a costume party. ’Tis positively…”

      “—indecent. I know,” Laura said.

      “You want to appear a whore in Mr. Black’s eyes?” her maid asked, her Irish lilt still evident, though she’d lived in America for ten years.

      “You may be the best maid I’ve ever had, Mary O’Garrity, but you won’t be telling me how to dress, thank you very much. I won’t appear cheap in the gown, just more grown up.”

      “No, ye won’t, and I won’t help ye make a fool of yourself.”

      Laura narrowed her eyes on Mary, who stood across from her, scowling.

      “I’m going to prove a point this evening to my houseguest.”

      “What point would that be?” Mary said dryly.

      “That I’m a full-grown woman and able to take care of myself, including selecting my own husband and making my own decisions.”

      Mary lifted one eyebrow. “I’d no idea ye were gettin’ married.”

      “I’m not. I just have to convince Mr. Black of the fact that—when and if I do decide to marry—it’ll be to a man of my own choosing. Mr. Black claims I may choose my own husband, with his final approval, of course, but I don’t believe a word he says. Oh, how could my father put that man in charge of me?”

      “What in heavens are ye talkin’ about?”

      “Mr. Black, by proxy, has been appointed my guardian. Father’s last will states that a suitable man must be found to marry me.”

      Mary sighed. “Ye know, your father spoiled ye. Now that he’s gone on to meet his Maker, he’s left ye in the hands of a man who won’t allow ye to have the upper hand. ’Tis the smartest thing he’s ever done, in my opinion.”

      “Mary! How can you even think that?”

      “’Tis the truth.”

      “Haven’t I kept this ranch running smoothly?”

      “You’ve done a superior job, Miss Laura, but now ’tis time to take the place the Almighty meant for ye to take.”

      Oh, she hated when Mary spoke this way; hated how society believed it not normal for a woman to wear pants and to manage her own life. Every Sunday, without fail, Pastor Porter did nothing but lecture about a woman’s place in life, looking directly at her the entire time.

      She thought about Mary’s comment regarding her father spoiling her. He had spoiled her—until her brother, Jeremy’s death. Then he’d quite simply ignored her. No longer was she his beloved Princess Sapphire. Painful memories of sitting, night after night at the dinner table with him, made her heart clench in agony. Shunned, utterly and completely, he’d removed her from his life, speaking little to her, barely noticing her presence. Frankly, she’d been amazed he’d kept her in his will, but then he’d had no one else.

      Mary pulled the gown from the closet and carried it to Laura’s bed. As Mary tightened her corset, Laura sighed at her maid’s disapproving expression. Once Laura donned the gown, she stared at her reflection in the full-length mirror. The vivid red gown had been fashioned of satin with a plunging rounded neckline, exposing the moon crescent tops of her breasts. The gown was more risqué then she recalled. The waistline was tight over her corset, the skirt slim and fitted, the hem of the skirt billowing into a slight train.

      She stumbled, managing to catch herself upon entering the dining room. Mr. Black’s initial welcoming smile abruptly disappeared upon her entrance. He scowled as he rose from his seat at the end of the table and strode toward her. His crisp white shirt, black tie, and broad shoulders clad in a fine black, lightweight serge jacket made Laura aware of his male attributes. His raven-colored hair was cut a bit long and reached his collar and contrasted starkly with his steel gray eyes.

      Laura decided his dark, brooding masculinity likely appealed to many women, but not her. She much preferred John’s fairness and soft spoken, gentlemanly manners. Mr. Black, on the other hand, had been nothing but dictatorial toward her. Though not ungentlemanly, she grudgingly admitted.

      Before John had been booted off the ranch, she believed he had been on the verge of asking to court her—his kiss told her so. Perhaps, if he hadn’t yet left town, she’d ask him how he felt about her. Oh, she knew most women would play the game for months, or even years, but she didn’t have the luxury of time. According to her new guardian, she was on the marriage block, and, though he hadn’t said it, she guessed he meant to rid himself of his new responsibility as quickly as possible.

      She lost a bit of her confidence when she saw the smoldering look in Mr. Black’s eyes from where he now stood beside her chair. While she had no desire to start a row with the man, she had no intention of changing out of the risqué gown. Smugly, she felt sure Mr. Black would soon understand she was an independent woman. No one told her how to live her life.

      He held her chair for her, and she sank into it. Chills ran up over her bosom and down her bare arms, his big body seemingly surrounding her as he solicitously pushed her chair up to the table. She felt superior strength in that push. Unwillingly, she compared John’s narrow frame to Black’s sturdy build, recalling how weak John’s arms had felt around her.

      Mr. Black returned to his own seat, and Laura breathed a relieved sigh. Mildred Hanson, the cook, appeared and served them each a bowl of creamy potato soup. The woman’s chatter grated on Laura’s nerves, but her guest seemed to enjoy it and engaged Mildred in pleasant conversation. After the older woman left, Laura glanced at him. The scowl had reappeared, and he met her eyes.

      “I see you’ve dressed for dinner.”

      His casual comment on her appearance startled her momentarily, but she murmured, “Father and I have always done so.”

      Her cheeks felt hot, and Laura knew they were flushed. Lord, why had she done such a silly thing as to wear this gown? Mr. Black appeared ready to … Well, if she didn’t know better, she’d think him ready to throttle her.

      He waved his fork toward her, his gaze on her breasts. “I realize this is the hot season, but you may want to cover up a bit next time.”
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