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This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not buy it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to the retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting this hard work of this author.

This book is a work of fiction. Except for the history of Ellsworth, Kansas that has been mentioned in the book, the names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Description

A clean, sweet historical romance set in 1873.

Bostonian Cora Elison arrives unannounced at her family’s ranch in Kansas after her fiancé changed her status from the bride to bridesmaid—at her own wedding. But after a few months, Cora thanks her lucky stars that he did because she has found a set of loyal friends, a way of life she relishes, and a cowboy she has become to love.

Dagmar Hamner and his family emigrated from Sweden to work on a Texas ranch, working cattle and herding them north over the Chisholm Trail. After his family decided to settle permanently in Kansas in 1873, he is hired for the foreman’s job at the six thousand acre Bar E Ranch.

All goes well for the Swedish cowboy until the absentee owner’s daughter arrives, wanting to learn how to become a rancher. Time makes them best friends until a telegram arrives saying Cora’s parents are bringing an unknown groom to Kansas for her, insisting she marry when they come.

Cora asks Dagmar to marry her, but he balks at her proposal. Between confusion and interference, will Cora be able to capture her cowboy in time to haul him to the altar?

Dedication

To women ranchers, past and present—

thank you for taking care of the grasslands.
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JULY 1873, NEAR CLEAR Creek, Kansas

Wednesday noon

Dagmar Hamner cupped his hands to his mouth and yelled, “Tuck and roll, Cora!” as the bucking horse sent Cora Elison flying into the air. She was so petite and light she flew high before heading back to earth with a thud.

“Ooh,” he and his ranch hand, Peter Young, both grunted and cringed as Cora hit the ground. That one had to hurt. “Go catch the horse Peter, because she’ll probably want to try it again,” Dagmar sighed.

Peter trotted over and held out his hand to the woman sprawled like a snow angel in the dust of the corral. “You okay, Miss Cora? Can I let this horse out now? I think you’re done eating dirt for the day, aren’t you?”

“No. I’m not.”

“Well then, why don’t you go out to your garden to eat that soil instead of this manure-filled version? I hurt so badly every time I see you flying toward the sky.”

At least Cora was sitting up talking to Peter now. Could he talk her out of the corral? Dagmar rarely had any luck talking the ranch owner’s daughter off a wild horse, so he didn’t try anymore. Besides, his sisters were tossed to the ground many times before they found their center on the back of an animal. Of course,, they were about five years old back then, and riding calves, not green, two-year-old horses.

“You beast!” She shook her fist at the horse, calmly looking at her from across the corral. “You deserve a name worse than Snot’s!” Dagmar watched her stand and sway a second before reaching back and dusting off the rump of her pants.

“Well, you did read us Beauty and the Beast the other day, Miss Cora. Maybe you were thinking of that story and just named him?”

“I’m trying to make him into a ‘Prince,’ but you might be right.”

“Cora, the horse, has had enough training for the day, so why don’t you come on out of the corral,” Dagmar tried to coax her out of her mission.

“After I get him unsaddled and brushed down,” Cora responded, as she walked over to the horse, caught his reins and began walking toward the back barn door.

Peter looked back over his shoulder before walking over to Dagmar. “That horse knows he can toss Cora whenever he wants. How about I get on him later, after Cora retires for the evening, and ride him a while? You know she’ll want to get on him again in the morning.”

“You’re right. He’ll be a good horse, but Cora’s not experienced enough yet to break him to be a good cow pony.”

“I’ll go into the barn and see if she’ll let me put the saddle in the tack room for her. It weighs half her weight, and she’s got to be bone weary by now,” Peter quipped as he shook his head.

“Good luck with that. But it’s about time for our noon meal in the bunkhouse, and she knows Reuben doesn’t like us to be late.” Rather than cook and eat by herself in the ranch house, Cora joined the hands for her meals.

Dagmar watched Peter stroll into the main level of the stone barn before turning to leave the corral. The headquarters of the Bar E Ranch were tucked into the base of three conjoining hills, right along a creek with springs that gave the barn and house their water source. Besides the colossal stone barn and the two-story stone house, the yard held other wooden buildings: a wash house, shop, storage shed, chicken house, and the bunkhouse for the ranch hands. 

Dagmar was almost to the bunkhouse when he heard a faint yell. He turned to watch his sister, Hilda, newlywed to Noah Wilerson, race down the hill on her horse, Nutcracker. 

It looked like Hilda came from the direction of the little town of Clear Creek, intent on making quick time to reach the ranch. He wondered what she was up to, and if he should be worried. With Hilda, it was hard to say if she was racing to relay an urgent message, or racing for the heck of it. 

His tomboy sister had won lots of races—and money—with her palomino paint gelding as the Hamner family drove cattle herds between Texas and Kansas throughout the past decade. She’d won enough cash to buy a homestead when their family decided to settle in Kansas permanently this spring. And she recently married her hired man, who was actually the man who homesteaded the claim initially.

Dagmar was happy for both of his sisters—Hilda and her twin Rania, who had married Jacob Wilerson, Noah’s brother—as they now lived next to each other on connecting ranches.

His parents, Oskar and Annalina Hamner, had purchased the homestead of the deceased Sam Larson, which was on the other side of Hilda and Noah’s place before they left for Texas last spring.

His parents were heading back this way with another herd of cattle and the last of their belongings from the ranch where the family had worked since they emigrated from Sweden in 1861. 

Hopefully Dagmar’s older brother, Leif was traveling back with the cattle drive. Leif lost his wife and baby last year during childbirth, and Dagmar didn’t know whether Leif would leave their Texas graves to live with the family in Kansas. Leif had reluctantly agreed to the family’s decision to relocate, but Dagmar guessed he would stay behind.

And himself? He was a Swedish immigrant hired to take care of someone else’s cattle on a vast six thousand acre ranch spread across hills overlooking the Smoky Hill River valley. The rest of the family now owned Kansas grassland, all linked together, by connecting boundaries. Dagmar thought about traveling farther west to file a free homestead claim, but he wanted to stay near his family. Now the question was, how long would it take to save enough money to buy his own ranch—should one become available to buy?

Dagmar knew he was lucky to land the job of foreman of the Bar E Ranch when they first arrived in Ellsworth County. The absentee owners, John and Elizabeth Elison from Boston, bought the large parcel of land a few years ago from a wealthy English nobleman who had planned to populate the plains with vast flocks of sheep. The Elisons bought the ranch, solely to get their two sons away from Boston’s gambling dens. But Mr. Elison discovered they were spending their time gambling and racing horses instead of managing the land and ranch hands, so the young men were sent back to Boston, and Dagmar was hired to manage the ranch.

The first months were a bit of a trial as he settled into the routine of learning the land and the few ranch hands remaining. As requested by Mr. Elison, he sold the sheep flock and bought longhorn cattle driven to Kansas from Texas to better utilize the grass. Dagmar was to live in the native stone ranch house rather than the bunkhouse, to watch over the home, which made him very uneasy because of the fancy furniture, dishes, and fragile decorative items occupying every room.

Dagmar had just gotten comfortable in his job and the house when the owner’s daughter Cora showed up unannounced one day. The Boston-bred woman arrived with five trunks of clothing and scared the snot out of Dagmar at first, but she turned out to be a sweet, inquisitive person without an uppity bone in her body.

Cora was thrilled to be in Kansas and wanted to try to learn everything about ranching. She was accustomed to riding side-saddle back East, but Hilda taught her to ride astride in no time. Cora practiced roping fence posts, then calves until she was good enough to help with the branding last month. Firearms fascinated Cora, so Dagmar had set up a shooting range, and she became proficient with revolvers and rifles. Now when she rode the range on Moon, her favorite little mare from Dagmar’s remuda—dressed in a teenage boy’s clothing instead of a dress—she was adequately equipped with a rifle in the saddle scabbard and a gun belt on her petite hip.

Most importantly, the tiny five-foot, chestnut-haired woman had become his best friend, who he could laugh, bicker and argue with all day long. No topics were off limits as they strived to learn from each other. He knew about cattle from his days on the big cattle ranch in Texas, and Cora knew about bookkeeping and finances. The only thing they never talked about was why she came to visit the family’s western ranch, or how long she planned to stay.

Hopefully, she’d tell him one day; until then, Dagmar cherished their days together on the Bar E Ranch.
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CORA ELISON WALKED out the barn door, slapping her dusty hat on her pants leg. She’d spent the last hour getting bested by a stubborn horse and was ready for a cold drink—and shade. The Kansas heat was melting her today because there wasn’t a cloud in the sky, and no wind—for a change.

She heard her name being called from a distance and looked out to see Hilda’s horse, pounding full speed, leaving a trail of dust behind to slowly dissipate on the whim of the wind, should it choose to appear. Hilda was riding low across the horse’s neck, with one hand holding down her hat, and the other on the saddle pommel.

Cora had learned from past visits from her friend, a race which looked like the Bar E barn was the finish line didn’t mean there was immediate danger about to fall on the world. The pair was just itching to race, not that their speed hadn’t saved the day more than once. Cora would never forget the day these two raced Millie Wilerson’s nephew, Tate, to safety when his abusive father had tried to take him away. 

Cora stepped back inside the doorway while the big gelding skidded on his back legs to a stop. Just as well let the dust blow by instead of stepping into it and the path of the horse.

“Cora!” Hilda yelled as she swung out of the saddle. Cora stayed where she was because Nutcracker was still hopping around excited he had been encouraged to run at top speed. Hilda yanked at the straps of her saddlebag, trying to open it quickly.

“Hilda, do you have Holy Terror stuffed in that bag while you were running full blast?” Hilda’s little dog was so small it often rode in the saddle bag on Hilda’s slower rides—she hoped.

“No,” Hilda withdrew a piece of paper out of the bag and held it out to Cora. “I was in town to get some recipes from Millie, and the telegraph operator waved me down. He thought you’d want to see this right away. It’s from your father.”

Cora’s hands trembled as she snatched the piece of paper from Hilda’s hand. She scanned the few words, and then reread them, trying to read “between the lines,” but it didn’t matter. The message was clear.

CORA, WE WILL ARRIVE THIS FRIDAY WITH YOUR GROOM. NOTIFY PREACHER YOUR WEDDING MUST BE PERFORMED THIS SUNDAY.

Hilda’s eyes sparkled as she asked, “So...you’re getting married this Sunday?”

Cora glanced at Hilda, and then back at the telegram, shocked that her parents were turning the tables on her and coming to Kansas to be sure she married this Sunday. 

Wait...She reread the telegram. Who is the groom?!

Cora ignored Hilda’s question and scanned the hills surrounding the ranch, heartsick she may have to leave the land...and friends she had come to love, especially the tall man walking toward them.

As usual, Dagmar’s unruly and longish hair stuck out from under his wide-brimmed hat. Cora loved the fact that it always looked wild and unkempt, versus the Bostonian’s latest fashion of being close-cropped and slicked down with Macassar oil—which stained upholstered furniture unless you placed fabric covers on the chair backs. Most men, both in Boston and here on the range, had full beards or mustaches. Dagmar had neither, and Cora had always liked that. He took the straight blade to his whiskers on Saturday night only, so he was clean-shaven for Sunday church services. Cora thought whiskers added to his rugged features and sighed, almost giddy when she saw his facial hair gone each week. She always fought the urge to reach up to feel the difference between his “Saturday” and his “Sunday” face.

“Hey, Sis. You and Nutcracker practicing for your next race?” Dagmar called as he walked to the two women and Hilda’s prancing horse. 

“No, Cora received a telegram...” she said excitedly, but Cora put her palm up to cut Hilda off. 

“Hilda, do not say another word!” Cora hissed.

“But why?” Hilda nodded towards her brother. “You have to be ready in four days—no two days really.”

Dagmar narrowed his eyes and looked back and forth between her and Hilda. Cora whipped her hand behind her back to hide the mentioned telegram.

“Who has to be ready for what in two days?”

Cora answered, but didn’t look up at him, “My parents will be here on Friday.”

“And?” Hilda prompted her.

Dagmar tugged the piece of paper out of Cora’s hand which was still behind her back. “Is there a problem, Cora?”

She didn’t look at Dagmar as he slowly read the telegram. He had problems with some English words, but she was sure he could figure it out.

“What does this mean, Cora? ‘We will arrive this Friday with your groom’?”

She hesitated, hating that she had a lot to explain to her friend. “I’m afraid my parents are coming to Kansas this week expecting me to marry...someone from Boston.”

Cora looked up when Dagmar painfully said, “You’ve never said a word about being engaged.”

“She’s never mentioned her engagements to you?” Hilda turned to her brother. 

“Engagements? As in more than one?!” Cora squeezed her eyes shut at Dagmar’s questions. 

“Well, there was the sailor, then the man who became the priest instead of marrying her, and then the banker...” Hilda started rattling off Cora’s engagements while using her fingers to keep track.

“Hilda! Stop!” Dagmar hissed to his sister before turning his attention to Cora.

“Cora, what is going on?” Dagmar asked sternly. “You arrived here in May, wanting to learn how to be a rancher—and never once mentioning your fiancé was back in Boston waiting for your wedding day.”

Cora remained silent for a half minute until she gathered the courage to explain her reasons to her friends. 

“I was engaged to Stephen when I was eighteen, but he died in a boating accident. He was my first love, and at times I still miss him. It was two years before I considered another man’s proposal. But after I walked down the aisle of the church, Charles declared—at the altar—he’d rather become a priest than marry me, even though he wasn’t a Catholic.”

“And the banker?” At least Dagmar’s voice had softened now as he asked about her third fiancé.

“Rodney’s the reason I left Boston. At least he told me two days before our wedding that he wanted to marry my best friend instead of me,” Cora finished with a sigh.
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