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      HYACINTH

      

      I should have been listening to the minister's sermon, as he was a rather good speaker. The morning's topic of forgiveness was something I could have wholeheartedly used, but my mind was directed elsewhere. God couldn't really blame me, for Jackson Reed sat in the pew in front of me. Because of his large size, I couldn't see the minister without leaning to my left and clonking heads with Marigold. I could just close my eyes and let the word of God flow through me, but instead took the opportunity that God was affording me to look my fill at the man who'd first caught my attention the minute he first stepped onto our ranch.

      I couldn't sit at any other time and shamelessly stare at Jackson, especially from so close a distance, for then not only he would know, but so would my sisters—the six who still lived at home—lined up along the pew on either side of me. While I tried to watch him surreptitiously, my sisters were not so subtle. In fact, they often crowded a window at the house in pairs or trios if he were within view.

      Jackson’s hair was very fair, closely shorn on the sides and longer on the top. He parted it to the right and although I couldn't see it, I knew it fell down over his forehead. His hair was marked by a crease from the hat that lay in his lap. The skin on the back of his neck was tanned and when he turned his head slightly to the side I could see his clean-shaven jaw. I knew the square angle of it as well as the long line of his nose, his strong brow and very blue eyes. He had eyes that when focused on me, didn't just see me, but saw into me. It was very unnerving, and every time Jackson spoke to me, I was tongue-tied and flustered.

      This was why I took this hour to take in the details I would otherwise miss. Surely God had given me this time on purpose. I observed the soft flannel of his blue shirt that surely matched his eyes, the very pale hairs that dusted his earlobes, visible when the sun through the church windows fell on him just right. When I breathed in, I could pick up a hint of his scent. Mint and leather.

      A nudge from Marigold had me breaking my reverie. She raised and lowered her eyebrows and tilted her head toward Jackson, silently telling me how appealing he was. No words were needed, for she and Lily and Iris had simpered enough about him since his arrival two months back. In reply, I grabbed the hymnal from the back of the pew and opened to the page the minister called out. When the piano began to play, it wasn't the words of the song that had my attention, but the deep baritone in front of me singing the words. I'd just learned one more thing about Jackson Reed; he could sing very well.

      When the service ended a short time later, we stood and Marigold leaned in to whisper in my ear. “Do you have any idea what the sermon was about?” She giggled and I frowned. I waited for Lily, on my other side, to move out into the aisle and I followed.

      “Jackson, did you find the sermon informative?” Lily asked. She was not shy around the man and didn't hesitate to pull him into conversation, her interest in him blatant. It was clear, at least to me, he did not return any of her interest, but offered her safe and neutral replies.

      He looked to Lily and smiled. I was jealous of her in that moment, for he gave her a smile and she did not appreciate it. She wanted it, most assuredly, but did not understand the value of Jackson's attentions.

      “Do you have someone you should be offering forgiveness?” he asked her. She stepped out into the aisle and he held out his hand in a gesture that I should follow her. The remainder of the Lenox pew moved in behind us down the aisle and the conversation stopped until we were once again outside.

      “I should forgive Lily, for she took the ribbon I was going to add to my bonnet,” Iris replied.

      “She also used my lilac scented soap,” Marigold added.

      Lily didn't look the least bit contrite. “Yes, but it was in trade. I gave you some of the lace to put on your new dress in trade for the ribbon.” She turned to Marigold and pointed. “That isn't your soap; it was mine to begin with. I got it for my birthday, so I should be forgiving you.”

      The three of them went round in circles, arguing about who was right, Jackson forgotten. He just grinned and went to join his father who stood in the periphery. I, too, stood in the periphery, but on the other side of our large group. Once everyone had thanked the minister at the door and joined us in the open field in front of the church, Miss Esther clapped her hands to gain attention.

      Of the two sisters who had saved eight orphans from the aftermath of the great Chicago fire, Miss Esther was much more pragmatic. She didn't allow any fuss, or any lip. That was why she cut off Lily, Iris and Marigold. “You three.” She pointed at them. “Mrs. Thomas needs help with the food. Go find a way to be useful, and far apart from each other.” She gave each of the girls a stern look, and although they looked somewhat contrite, they whispered to each other as they headed in the direction of the creek for the after church picnic. The large Cottonwood trees that followed the meandering water offered the only shade for miles.

      “Daisy and Poppy, you are to go and help with games for the children.”

      They nodded and went off with much less to-do than their sisters.

      “Dahlia, you can help us get our food from the wagon.”

      Miss Trudy let Miss Esther do the delegating as the group turned toward our wagon and our baskets of food that we were contributing to the picnic.

      Big Ed walked side-by-side with Miss Esther and their heads were close together as they talked seriously about something. I realized I was being left alone with Jackson.

      “You don't need my help?” I called. I tried to keep the panic from my voice as I asked Miss Trudy. She turned to me and smiled. “We have it all well in hand. You did the breakfast dishes, therefore you can enjoy the picnic.”

      In the matter of just one minute, Miss Esther had wrangled the entire Lenox family as if we were an army regiment, with all speed and haste, leaving us alone.

      My heart beat frantically and my palms were damp from frazzled nerves. I looked everywhere except at the large man beside me. I cleared my throat. “Good day, Mr. Reed.”

      As I was about to turn and flee, he grabbed my shoulder—albeit gently—halted me in my tracks and turned me about. It was the first time he'd touched me aside from helping me down from the wagon a time or two, and the feel of his large hand was very warm, even through the fabric of my dress. I gasped at the contact, not because I was afraid of him, but instead, I was afraid of myself.

      “Oh, no you don't, Hyacinth Lenox.”

      I tilted my head back to look at him from beneath the brim of my bonnet. He'd put his hat back on and his face was in shadow, but I could still see his clear blue eyes. “I'm not letting you run away this time.”

      “I'm...I'm not running away,” I countered.

      He removed his hand and bent at the waist so we were eye to eye. “No? Fleeing, then. I was hoping to share your meal with you, if you'd just invite me to do so.”

      I remained silent. It was a strategy I learned long ago, for it was often better to hold your tongue than to speak.

      “I have to wonder.” His hand rasped over the hint of whiskers on his chin. I questioned what that would feel like against my own fingers. “Do I smell?”

      My eyes widened at his question. “Smell?” I couldn't tell him he smelled deliciously of mint or leather. I'd sound ridiculous.

      “Every time I'm near, you bolt like a skittish horse. I'm thinking perhaps there's something wrong with me. I did take a bath just this morning, but perhaps I smell.”

      The thought of Jackson in a tub, naked and scrubbing soap over his strong body had my upper lip perspiring. I shook my head. “No, you do not smell.”

      He grinned and I caught my breath. He was the most handsome man I'd ever seen. I knew other women thought John Mabry from town was good looking, and perhaps they were right, but Jackson made the man look plain. I inwardly sighed. I doubted I'd find another who made me feel as Jackson did.

      “Good,” he said. “Then it is something else I've done?”

      I shook my head, for the man had done nothing whatsoever. I reacted to him the same way I always had, with equal parts attraction and mild panic.

      “Then it's not me?” he asked.

      I shook my head again.

      “Good. I'm very relieved, Hyacinth.” I took a step backwards, but he shook his head. “Not so fast. If it's not me, then it's you.”

      I put my hand on my chest. “Me?” I squeaked.

      Now I was really nervous, for he was getting too close to the truth. While I longed for the attention he was currently giving me, I couldn't allow any formal gesture of attraction on his part. I couldn't—wouldn't—marry, and it was not fair to Jackson to pay me any kind of attention. I was unworthy of it. Guilt constantly riddled me because I was alive while my friend Jane was not. That alone was enough to keep me from savoring any type of pleasure. She'd drowned in the very creek we stood near, while I had lived. We'd both gone in the water to splash and play, but I was the only one who had come out. From the grave, Jane could not marry, could not have a family, would never know of love or heartache, desire, or anything real. If she could have none of those things, then neither could I.

      “You're avoiding me and I should find the snub rude, but instead I find it endearing.”

      I frowned, and to my surprise, he lifted his thumb to rub over the spot on my forehead that crinkled into a V. His eyes held mine and I couldn't look away. I wanted to, but I...just couldn't.

      “Endearing?” I licked my dry lips. “I don't understand.”

      His eyes dropped to my mouth for a brief moment. “You aren't like the others. Their...infatuation is obvious and silly. As you are well aware, it is not returned. For some reason, I have to find the one woman who wants absolutely nothing to do with me as the appealing one.”

      He found me appealing? When he could have any one of my sisters or even any of the marriageable ladies in town? He was interested in me? There had to be something wrong with the man, but as I looked at him, I could not find a thing.

      “You don't act this way with my father or Jed Roberts or Micah Jones. Only me.”

      The men of whom he spoke were kind to me. One was the mercantile owner's son, the other a landowner who had walked with me after church a few months back. They were perfectly fine and capable gentlemen, but they weren't Jackson. They didn't make me feel as Jackson did. I'd been glad I'd felt nothing for them, for my heart was not in danger. But Jackson…. He'd ruined everything.

      “Your father...and the others, they are very nice.”

      “Of course. Nice. No man, though, wants to be considered nice by the woman he courts. You treat me differently—running in the opposite direction at my appearance, ducking behind trees so I won't see you.”

      I flushed hotly, for I had once hidden behind a tree to avoid any kind of confrontation with Jackson. I'd thought he hadn't seen me, but instead he had, but kept it to himself.

      “Jackson, I apologize—”

      He put his finger over my lips, silencing me. I gasped at the surprise touch. The pad of his finger was soft, and I wanted to kiss it, even dart my tongue out to know his taste.

      “I don't want an apology. My point—which I seem too long in making—is that you act differently around me, which leads me to believe you are just as intrigued by me as I am by you.”

      He moved his finger away and I opened my mouth to contradict him, but he spoke first.

      “I intend to you court you, Hyacinth Lenox, and I will have my way in this. You've had your way too long. No more avoiding me. It's time we found out what this—” he pointed between the two of us “—is and act upon it.”

      I was elated and petrified and flattered and guilty all at the same time. “Jackson, I can't...I can't accept your attentions, nor anyone else's.” I looked down at the buttons of his shirt, for these were hard words and I couldn't get them out if I looked in his earnest eyes. I couldn't be happy when Jane's death had been my fault. The accident weighed heavily upon my shoulders, and it was not a burden I could give to someone else to carry. So I would hold it and deny myself the pleasure of a life that I didn't deserve. “I can't marry. I won't, so you should find a woman who is interested in that. In you.”

      I glanced up at him briefly and I saw surprise, but also a touch of anger. His eyes were narrowed and his jaw clenched. Perhaps he just didn't like being turned down. It didn't matter. I felt as if my heart had been dropped on the ground and run over by a stampede of cattle. “Goodbye,” I whispered, my tears clogging my throat not allowing anything more.

      “Hyacinth,” Jackson groaned.

      I shook my head and the buttons on his shirt blurred as my eyes filled with tears. I had to flee before I made a fool of myself.

      “Elizabeth Seabury,” I blurted. “She has had her eye on you. I'm sure she'd be happy to share her meal with you.” I didn't wait for him to respond, but turned on my heel and fled, something at which I was very, very skilled.
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      JACKSON

      

      Hyacinth Lenox was the most frustrating woman I'd ever met. She was also the most beautiful. The first time I saw her was the morning after my arrival at the ranch. My father and I had been invited to the big house for breakfast. I'd known there were nine women in the large house—one had just married and moved to the neighboring ranch—and expected it to be chaotic. What I'd discovered was that women were absolutely nothing like a group of men. I'd spent twelve years of my life in the army and mealtime could be hectic in any mess hall or even out over a campfire when we were hungry enough.

      But when we'd gone through the back door of the Lenox house, it was like watching a tornado indoors. Two people had been plating food being cooked at the stove. Two others had set the table while two more fought over a torn dress hem. Another two were doing each other's hair. And the din! The noise had been like nothing I'd heard before. Everyone had talked at once over the sounds of dishes clattering and utensils thumping down onto the table. And in the mix of all that craziness had sat Hyacinth. She'd been quietly and calmly sewing the hem of a skirt that was being argued over, a placid smile on her face. For a moment, I'd wondered if she were deaf, for the noise did not seem to bother her in the least.

      The sun came through the window and lit her up. Her hair was a mahogany color, and pulled back into a simple bun at her nape. Her skin was strikingly pale in contrast, and as she was looking down, I could not see her eyes. It did not matter, for I'd known then and there that she would be mine. I hadn't needed for her look at me to know it. I'd felt it deep down in my bones. It had definitely been love at first sight, just as my father had said was the way with him and my mother. When Hyacinth had lifted her head, my feelings had been confirmed. The fact that her eyes and fringed with stunningly long lashes was irrelevant. They had widened in surprise at the sight of me, and I'd been pleased, but when she'd turned her head back to her sewing, I'd known I had my work cut out for me.

      That had been two months ago. Two months of the one woman I hoped would look at me avoiding my gaze. Hell, she avoided everything about me. When I came into a room, she left. If I was in the stable and she wanted a horse, she chose to walk instead. If she brought food to the bunkhouse, she asked for my father or the other men, not me. She even took to hiding behind trees and ducking around doorways. This wasn't typical disinterest. This was outright avoidance. And I'd had enough.

      “I thought Rose was a hard one to tame,” Chance Goodman said as he came to stand beside me, speaking of his new bride. We both watched Hyacinth's retreating form until she was swallowed up by a group of women at the baked goods table. I doubted my friend had taken notice of the sway of her hips or the way the sun glinted off her dark hair since he was newly married and had claimed Rose for his own. I, however, did.

      I shook Chance's hand in greeting, for I needed to turn my thoughts away from Hyacinth's delectable body, for a cock stand at a church picnic was not a good thing. Chance and I were of comparable height, but I was broader through the shoulders and had twenty pounds on the man. He wasn't small; I was just very large.

      “She's the most biddable of the lot,” I added, referring to the eight Lenox girls.

      “She's Rose's favorite sister.”

      I knew none were actually related, but adopted after the great Chicago fire and raised by the Lenox women, but they didn't care. The sisters were as close as they came—fighting, bickering and loving just like any other family. The fact that there were no men in the household only made the Lenoxes all the more difficult to understand. They would not conform to a man, not unless they wanted to. Hell, they didn't do anything they didn't want to do. It hadn't taken two months to figure that out.

      Chance had grown up on the next ranch over and had been neighbors with the Lenox family ever since he and Rose were small. He'd been in love with her all that time, but he'd done something about it only a few months ago, making Rose the first Lenox girl to wed.

      I intended to make Hyacinth the second.

      “She wants her to be happy,” Chance continued. I wasn't sure if this happiness included me or not, so I remained silent. “Therefore, she wants to see you tame her.”

      My eyebrow went up. “Rose said that? She said I was to tame Hyacinth?”

      He looked appalled. “Hell, no. If you tell my wife I used that word, I'll deny it with my dying breath.” His statement revealed that Rose Lenox Goodman was not overly tamed herself, no matter what Chance said to the contrary. “Jackson, we can all see it. You want her.”

      I wasn't going to deny it. “Yes.”

      “She wants you.”

      “That's debatable,” I replied.

      “While you've got your eyes on Hyacinth, so does Rose. So do I. You might see her, but we see her reaction. Nothing—I mean nothing—has ruffled her feathers in years. You're the only thing that's got her blushing or putting salt in the pepper shaker.”

      “Or walking to your house instead of letting me saddle a horse for her.”

      Chance laughed. “Indeed.”

      “Either I've done something to her to make her have an adverse dislike for me, or she's got something dead set against marriage in general. At first, I thought it was the former, but after talking with her just now, I think it might be the latter.”

      “Oh?”

      “She said she can't marry.”

      “Can't or won't?” Chance asked.

      “She said can't. Is there something wrong with her I don't know about?” She looked perfectly fine, more than perfectly fine to me. Even if there were something wrong with her, I didn't care. I wanted her just the way she was.

      “Damned if I know.” He watched the crowd in silence for a moment. “She almost drowned in the creek about six, seven years ago, but she was able to get herself out of the current on her own. It was a horrible thing, a flash flood. She didn't have more than bruises and scratches, but I know she won't go near the water anymore.”

      I heard the sadness in his tone and knew Hyacinth was lucky to be alive. The thought of her in danger, of possibly dying in the creek had a chill go down my spine. I hadn't even been in the Montana Territory at the time—being instead based on an outpost that dealt with Indian relations in South Dakota—but I'd wished I could have been around to save her myself.

      “Avoiding water and avoiding me don't go hand in hand.”

      Chance sighed. “Then I guess you'll have to find out what it is.”

      “How am I supposed to do that if she won't get anywhere near me?”

      “Simple. Take control.”

      I stilled and took a moment to think. “Hell, you're right. I've been letting Hyacinth run roughshod over me.” I let her control the pace, let her decide when and if she wanted to be in my presence, and look where that had gotten me.

      Nowhere.

      I was used to being in charge, but Hyacinth was so mild, so calm that I'd worried that my usual dominant demeanor would scare her away. Perhaps the opposite was true. Perhaps, beneath a strong, yet loving hand, she would flourish, for all I saw on her face was struggle and sadness.

      She hid it well. I could recognize it, for I hid my own problems with practiced skill. I worried she would discover I was damaged—not in any physical way—but my mind was bothered by what I'd seen and done in the army. When she learned I had nightmares—which would only happen once we were married and I had her in my bed, she'd probably catch the next stage heading out of town. There was no way to stop them; they came about unbidden and made for long nights. While I'd been honorably discharged, I had little doubt they could call me back into service. Sharpshooters were rare in the West and could eliminate a target without initiating an all out war. I just hoped they never wanted me back.

      I should just let her go, let her find a man who was unbroken, who didn't have the possibility of abandoning her when forced back into service. Conscripted for the greater good. She needed someone who hadn't seen the horrors of war brought on by the white man out of avarice and greed, but I couldn't. I couldn't turn away from her. I couldn't let another man have her, touch her, fuck her. Claim her.

      “Think Miss Trudy and Miss Esther will shoot me if I press my advantage?” I asked.

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “Are you going to do something to make me shoot you? She is my sister now, you know.”

      I held up my hand. “You might be her brother-in-law, and I appreciate your protective stance, but you don't have to question my honor where Hyacinth is concerned. If I wanted any woman, I could go to the brothel in town. I want Hyacinth.”
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