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      The thrilling conclusion to the Belle Fourche Chronicles

      

      Alice has always been the good daughter, the one who does what everyone expects. She promised Kent Douglas she would wait for his return even though her family has fought his for the past thirty years.

      

      Then he left and never contacted her again.

      

      Two long years have gone by and Alice is an adult. Despite the occasional annoyance by the Douglas patriarch, they hear nothing from their neighbors. When word comes that Kent not only returned, but has been back for quite some time without contacting her, tensions rage. Alice wants revenge for her humiliation.

      

      Kent was heavily scarred protecting Alice from a bomb, and he's returned home with worse scars to his heart.

      

      He went to school to become a doctor, but along the way found out the teachers thought he'd be better suited to a barn. No patient wants to look to a monster for hope. He never wanted to work on a ranch again, but now his training -- the training he ran away and fought to have -- will be in a barn.

      

      He loves Alice Johlman like she's half of his heart, but he can't accept the failure he is and won't force her to follow through on her promise from years before.

      

      If only he could forget her.

      

      Wounded hero Kent will do anything for the only woman he's ever loved, except ask her to keep her promise. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Dear Reader,

      

      

      Welcome to my latest Belle Fourche series. If you’ve been with me for a while, you know that the Brothers of Belle Fourche series is one of my most popular. This new series runs congruent to it, and you’ll see characters from that series within this one.

      If you’re not sure where to start, there is a free book that is currently only available through Prolific Works. You can get that book HERE. You won’t want to miss it. This story takes place at the same time as the first book, so you’ll see some of the same scenes from other perspectives.

      In this story, you’ll get the conclusion to the decades’ long feud between the Douglas family and the Johlmans. But a lot has to happen before they can get any sort of happily ever after.

      Kent is scarred in more ways than one after protecting Alice from a bomb (that was in Battle for Her Heart). It’s five years later and his scars still run deep. He’s made a promise he can’t keep and it could start the feud all over again.

      Let’s turn the page and find out how Alice handles the return of the man she’s loved through distance for five long years.

      Kari

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        March 1905 Belle Fourche, South Dakota

      

      

      Ma was the only one waiting for Kent Douglas as he stepped off the train. A porter stared at him, mouth agape, and he tugged his hat down on one side, shadowing the area he was forever trying to hide. He gave his mother a nod that he hoped would suppress any questions she might have and swung his bag into the back of the wagon. Wind sent his long coat thwacking against his leg.

      “Good of you to come home to help your brother.” Ma shifted over on the seat next to him and sat up, her spine rigid as a rod. She arranged her skirts around her feet, giving the driving over to him.

      “I didn’t have much of a choice. He said the need was great, and it’s not as if I’m needed elsewhere.” Kent bit back his biting words. There were barns everywhere across the nation, yet he’d held back from finding a job where his new expertise could be of use.

      He unwound the lines from the brake, letting the familiar feel rekindle his memories. He hadn’t driven a team in five years. While living at the university, learning all there was to learn about animal sciences and healing, he hadn’t needed to drive or ride anywhere. If only he’d been allowed to learn how to heal people, then he’d be able to actually do something about his father instead of merely helping his brother with the ranch, so Armstrong wasn’t spread so thin.

      “Your father is . . . unwell.” Ma wrung her fingers, uncharacteristically nervous as she glanced at the passersby.

      “How so? Different from before?” Pa had seemed out of his mind for years now. What had suddenly changed to make Kent’s return necessary? He’d planned to never come back to Belle Fourche, but especially not to Douglas Ranch.

      “Worse. Armstrong, Dosha, or I must watch him constantly. Even Fairbanks refuses to see your father’s instability. As the foreman, he probably sees it the most. It’s a daily struggle to keep your father from doing something that will jeopardize the tenuous trust we’ve worked to build with the Johlmans.”

      The name made him cringe, and yet his heart expanded against his will. Alice Johlman, the youngest daughter of Bodey Johlman, had his heart and always would. He’d thought of no one else for the last five years.

      When he’d failed to become a doctor because of the horrible scars on the side of his face—scars he received saving her life—he refused to now ask her to commit to the promise they’d made. They’d planned to marry one another when he returned. He wouldn’t make her stare at his face, at the gruesome reminder, for the rest of his life. He could barely stomach the task every morning.

      “And the Johlmans still want this trust, or have they done anything to provoke him?” He flicked the lines, wanting to get home and close himself behind doors once again. The sun felt strange against his skin. He couldn’t control who saw him there out in the open.

      Hidden. That’s where he needed to be. That’s where he needed to stay, like the monster he was.

      “They’ve done nothing. They go about their business. It’s been pleasant, riding over there without having to hide. Until recently, that is. Your father won’t even allow Dosha to go visit Margaret. They’re related. She should be allowed. It’s a travesty, really.” Ma dabbed at her eye with a gloved finger.

      He was sure Ma, too, was missing Margaret Johlman, since the two had met in secret for years. “I can’t heal his mind.” To be clear, he couldn’t heal anything having to do with his father, and he wasn’t about to try. Not when he’d been assured that his very presence near ailing people might cause them to spiral into death, or at the very least, out of their minds, which was the last thing Pa needed. “I’ll spend most of my time in the barn, easing Armstrong’s load in that way.” The only way he was qualified to help. He flicked the lines, finished with the conversation.

      As they drew to a halt in front of the house so he could leave Ma by the door, Dosha came rushing down the porch steps. “Kent! You’ve returned! Alice will be so pleased. She’s been waiting for so long.”

      He ducked his head, avoiding Dosha and her excitement. If he ignored her, maybe she would let the subject go. He didn’t want to talk about Alice. She should’ve moved on and found another man. Belle Fourche was full of regular folks, people who raised cattle or did any number of things. He was no better than any of them, and probably worse by the standards of many. “She should’ve moved on. I did.” He climbed down from the seat, grabbed his bag, and dropped it at the bottom of the steps, then headed for the lead horse’s halter.

      “Moved on?” Dosha stepped forward and around him, blocking his path of escape. “You’ve married?” She glanced in the back of the wagon like she’d missed someone laying there in secret.

      “No,” he bit out between his teeth, “and I won’t be. Not to her or anyone else.” He gripped the leather of the halter and took a few steps toward the barn, forcing her to step out of the way.

      “Surely you’re going to tell her you’ve returned. You’re the one who asked her to wait. Blake told you not to, but you ignored him and now she’s been waiting for five long years, pining for you.” Her words hit him like a knife to the back.

      Dosha had always been one to speak her mind. He’d never tell her as it would hurt her but, that quality was one much like her father. At least she had few others. “I won’t be seeing her, and I forbid you from telling her I’m here.” The distance between them seemed great, but he knew the look he threw over his shoulder was now more intimidating than ever, what with the awful scar down the side of his face.

      “You forbid me?” She crossed her arms and raised her brows in obvious challenge. “I’ll let you know when you have any say over what I do or whom I speak to.” Her face narrowed as she pursed her lips in a challenge.

      His mother raised one crooked finger over her lips to hide a chuckle.

      “I see she has been associating with you.” He spat the words at his mother and regretted them immediately. Those were words he would’ve said in his youth, when he’d tried everything he knew to get Pa to notice him and to think he was worthy.

      “I suppose I have, and I’m glad of it.” Dosha turned on her heel and headed back inside.

      “Careful where you tread, son.” Ma pursed her lips. “You never know when what you say will touch the ears of God. He doesn’t always take things in the same manner we do.” She lifted the hem of her skirt and dashed inside.

      Kent stood staring after the women for a moment. If only God understood any of what he said or felt. God had been distant for many years, and He wasn’t any closer now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 1


          

        

      

    

    
      The cow’s soft brown eyes followed Kent Douglas as he made his way along the fence. Her calf lay huddled by her front hooves, though he was already trying to stand. This would be the last calf of the season. By returning when he had, a month before, he’d been able to help with calving, though little else. All that time they had accused him of hiding and he’d been disinclined to correct what was, essentially, a correct assumption.

      He moved slowly, angling his body toward the animals. The cow had just finished cleaning off her calf, and he stood on spindly, wobbly legs as he looked back and forth over his new green world. He’d have to gather the calf, check it, then hand it off to Armstrong.

      Though the cow wasn’t generally aggressive, Kent never knew how they would react to his presence just after calving, even hours later. He’d made the mistake in his youth of ignoring the cow when going for the calf due to youthful excitement. He wouldn’t do that again.

      She ducked her head slightly, and Kent tensed, waiting to see if she’d charge. He held his hands wide, trying to both appear larger than he was and giving himself a good stance for running, should the need arise. He paused, biding his time.

      A rustling at his six let Kent know he was no longer alone. “Looks like a mighty fine calf. Good color.” Armstrong landed a rope around the cow’s neck and tapped a bucket of what was probably some of the new hay Pa had just purchased, with his boot.

      The cow left her calf, not giving it a second glance as she headed for the appealing bucket. “There, now you can be quicker about your check. I think you’d do better with watching Pa in the house than spending your time out here. Ma has hinted she can’t manage him alone anymore. He’s the main reason I asked you to come back. You never wanted anything to do with ranching. You left to become a doctor. Why aren’t you in the house, doctoring, while you have the opportunity?” He kept his voice moderate and low so he didn’t scare the cow into looking for her calf, which Kent appreciated. But laced underneath Armstrong’s voice was his usual cynicism. All he had to do was listen for it.

      “The simple reason is that I only took one class to become a doctor before they switched my specialty to animals.” Against his will, but the classes were paid for and done now.

      “Which is another subject you’ve gotten good at avoiding over the last month.”

      Kent ignored Armstrong while he checked the calf over from head to hoof. The black hair covering its hide was soft and almost curly. It nuzzled Kent, looking for a snack, and he scratched its cheek as he pushed harder into Kent’s leg. He laughed as he slowly led it back to its mother.

      Armstrong gently loosened the loop around the cow’s neck. He’d only used it to guide her, anyway. She didn’t move once the rope was removed. Her calf found just what it was looking for while Kent and Armstrong stood by in silence.

      Rays of sun hit the morning grass, and glistening balls of light lit up, flashing in the slight morning breeze. The university campus hadn’t been near as beautiful as home, but he still didn’t want to be there.

      “You’ve been back an entire month and you have yet to go talk to her. If you’re not going to help me by being here, at least help yourself.” Armstrong rested his arms over the top rail of the fence and glanced out over the rolling hills. A slight fog rose above the low areas, quickly fading.

      “Help myself or Pa, those are my choices? I thought this was my family home too?” Not that he’d wanted the land or the house. He’d done his best to run off the moment Armstrong had taken the lead. Unfortunately, when Kent left, the friendship between the brothers had dried up like last year’s wheat.

      “You knew why I asked you home. You as good as told me that when you left, you didn’t want to return. Alice or no, this place was not your home.” Armstrong flexed his hand in subtle warning.

      “Alice…” Her name escaped before he could stop it.

      “If you care about her, why are you hiding out in the barn here? I couldn’t stay away from Dosha if I was in your place. Maybe you’re stronger than me.”

      He didn’t like the direction of the conversation. Too much talk about Alice would lead to admitting he still felt a whole lot more for her than he ever should. “Look at me, Armstrong,” he mumbled, still ashamed of the deeply colored scar down the side of his face. A scar that would never heal. He’d asked the doctors at the university, just to be certain.

      “The nurses called me Mr. Monster.” He swallowed hard. “They complained to the dean that I would be too frightening for anyone but military patients to handle. He tended to agree with them. I was told to either enlist and plan to use my education to help in the army . . . or I could switch to animal medicine.”

      Kent gritted his teeth. “I was too weak in the stomach to think about facing the kinds of trauma I would see as a military doctor, so despite my own desire to get as far away from ranching as I possibly could, here I am.” He flung his arm wide, indicating the pasture at their feet.

      Armstrong gripped his shoulder, gave it a tight squeeze, then freed him. “I’m glad to have you back. But I’m no doctor and neither is Ma, nor Dosha. I need your help in the house too, doing what we do every day.”

      He’d hoped to avoid reminding Dosha he was there. The more he stayed in the bunkhouse and in the barn, the less likely she would be to hitch up her wagon and head on over to Johlman Ranch to tell Alice he’d returned. Maybe she already had.

      “I’ll go in and check on him.”

      “Word of warning,” Armstrong said, stopping him cold. “Pa says many things, most of which we’re pretty sure he doesn’t mean. He’ll say things that seem intelligent, then follow them with stories we’d rather not hear. It’s like he can’t decipher what should and shouldn’t be said aloud anymore.”

      Kent gave a quick nod of understanding. “I’ll help watch Pa, but you need to keep your wife in order. She is not to tell Alice that I’ve returned. It would only hurt her.”

      Armstrong threw back his head in a laugh that sent birds flying from nearby trees. “Keep my wife in order? Dosha does what is kind and what is right. I’m not going to tell her to lie. If you’re so concerned with what Alice knows, perhaps you should tell her yourself that she should give up on you. Or would you really rather she not?” The side of Armstrong’s mouth tipped in a sardonic smile.

      Blast his brother, Armstrong knew him too well. “My feelings have nothing to do with this.” He pointed to his cheek and the burning in his gut intensified. He dug in his trousers for the Nyal antacid tablets he carried with him at all times and popped the chalky pill in his mouth, then another for good measure.

      “I’m sorry, brother.”

      Kent’s heart quickened, and he felt sick to his stomach. “What do you mean?”

      “Dosha was headed over to Johlman Ranch early this morning. I helped her sneak away because Pa had already been awake for the day.”

      “And?” Kent could barely speak. He’d known there was little chance Alice could be kept in the dark forever, but he’d hoped for a little longer until he’d decided if he was going to stay in Belle Fourche or move on.

      “In lieu of the promise you made to Alice, and the way you’ve been hiding, she felt it was time to tell Alice the truth. And I agreed with her.”

      His knees locked under him and within a few breaths, his vision went black around the edges. Slow, calm breaths… relax your stance. He could hear the one genuinely kind professor say in his mind as he’d gripped Kent’s shoulder. You don’t have to listen to them, you know. Prove them all wrong and be the best blamed doctor they’ve ever seen. Your cheek has nothing to do with your kindness or intelligence.

      He’d never been able to fully take the professor’s words to heart. Not when everywhere he’d turned, he’d faced screaming and fainting. Most of the nurses—for all their desire to help the injured—had never seen a wound before, coming from upper society that could afford such schooling. By then, his scar had been eight months old, but you’d think it was still fresh the way they acted. None had seen him as a former patient, but a ghoul.

      “I will not go see her,” the words came out more of a growl, surprising him. “Alice is a sweet, demur, lovely thing. She doesn’t need or deserve to see this.” He pointed again at his cheek.

      Armstrong snorted. “A lot has changed since you left. About the time you sent that letter to us saying you were going straight from Deadwood on to school, without coming back, Alice changed. She now rides the range like her brothers, and she has turned down every suitor who’s come to her door. She won’t even let them in to speak to Bodey.”

      The very idea of men coming to call on her made fury burst inside him, but he refused to let it show. Men should come to court her.

      “Then I have nothing to worry about.” But a prickle of apprehension trickled up Kent’s arms. Had Alice known? Had Ma told her? He’d asked Ma to keep the letter to herself. No one but family. But, Dosha was family. Had she said something to Alice?

      He never should’ve asked Alice to wait for him, but he hadn’t realized at the time that the wound to his face was so deep and so permanent it would never heal. All he’d known was that he wanted to protect her for the rest of his days because standing beside Alice Johlman made him feel like more like a man than he ever had before.
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        * * *

      

      Alice brushed off her boots on the bristly rug where she stood outside her family’s large home. Ma would have her hide if she tracked dirt into the house. She grumbled at the injustice as she brushed the dust from her split riding skirt. Her brothers were never called into the house for company. Ma would grouse that she hadn’t changed into proper company dress, but she planned to take her tea, then rush right back outside. At least there she felt needed, like she could offer something.

      When she’d been tricked into believing she was worth waiting for—how had she ever believed a word any Douglas said?—she’d decided to be just like her sister-in-law Josie. She now worked hard around the ranch, just as hard as any man. And she wasn’t about to take on a man she didn’t want to or need.

      After Kent, she didn’t want to take a man at all.

      She crossed the threshold of the sunroom, letting the warmth and brightness cool her temper. Books and sunshine always calmed her. She belatedly whipped off her hat. “Ma,” she said from the door. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you’d need me this morning.” Pa had caught her outside when she’d returned for a fresh horse.

      Dosha Douglas turned in her seat and bestowed a huge smile on Alice. “Oh, I haven’t seen you in so long.” She rushed over, ignoring Alice’s general dustiness, and took her into a close embrace.

      “Careful, I’ll get you all dirty.” She backed away. A few years ago, she would’ve welcomed being accepted into the ranks of the adult women and their private teas and conversation. When she’d turned eighteen four years before, she’d assumed so much would change. It hadn’t. She was still up with the sun every day, getting hours in the saddle. The meek girl of five years before was long gone.

      Ma tsk-tsked her from the sofa. “You wouldn’t have had to be warned if you’d do as you were told and you would’ve been on time had you remained in the house.” She gently held her teacup without so much as a tremor as her gaze fell on Alice.

      Her arm had seen severe damage in the same explosion that scarred Kent’s face. She winced as she directed her thoughts elsewhere. Thinking about the man who broke her heart wasn’t a good way to welcome a friend. “What brings you over today?” She smiled at Dosha as she made her way to the tea service and chose a seat far enough away she could be friendly without disrespect.

      Generally, it was early for Ma to serve tea. Ma usually didn’t even get out the service until later in the afternoon. She glanced Ma’s way and noted the pinched skin between her eyes. The two had obviously been talking before Alice arrived, that much she knew. But what could have brought on a need for tea at such an early hour?

      Alice carefully poured the hot water over her tea basket and sat at the opposite end of the sofa as Dosha, just in case she carried more barn with her than she thought she did. “Is something wrong?” She’d asked Dosha a question, but there had been no reply, and now both women looked decidedly uncomfortable.

      “Alice, you may as well know. You’re going to find out soon enough.” Dosha rested her hand between them on the sofa. “Kent is home.”

      Her heart leapt so fast in her throat that she couldn’t have spoken had she had the words to do so. Kent had as much as told his mother by letter that he was not returning. Alice had been privy to the information only because she’d wanted so desperately to hear word of him, she’d taken to hiding outside their house to listen.

      She nodded instead of letting on any feelings at all. Her fingers trembled, and she braced her cup against her knee before making a mess all over mama’s light colored sofa.

      Ma cleared her throat. A bad sign for sure. If Ma didn’t know what to say, there wasn’t anything good to say at all. “I assumed she meant that as good news when she told me.” Ma took a deep breath, confirming that this wasn’t good news at all. Ma’s tone changed to soft, almost apologetic. “He has actually been home for a month.”

      Alice refused to cry. When he left Deadwood without telling her, she’d cried rivers. She’d cried more when a month passed after the news and he had, indeed, left without speaking to her. She’d vowed to hate him even as her heart rebelled against her direct order. After years of waiting to see what would happen when he returned, now she knew.

      Nothing. Nothing would happen.

      He’d lied to her. He’d told her that if she had not wed by the time he returned from school that he wanted to be the one to make her his. He’d been gallant and protective. He’d shown her his heart was true. He’d told her he needed to finish his primary education in Deadwood, then he’d go east to learn what he needed to become a doctor. Face-to-face, he’d been the perfect beau.

      “He’s a doctor, then?” She could barely speak past the lump in her throat as she moved her cup from her knee to the table, her stomach unable to take even the thought of consuming anything.

      “No. He works with animals.” Dosha took a deep breath. “I’m not sure what happened to him, but he’s come home a different man than the one who left. Armstrong says he’s acting more like he did in his youth.”

      Alice cringed. In his youth, he’d hated and teased her. She laughed. “Different, you say?” That made for two of them. She, too, was different. Perhaps it was good that he’d broken her heart and stomped on it. She squelched the rest of her words just as she saw her brothers do in the barn when she was nearby and something provoked them. Some words weren’t meant to cross the lips. Malice didn’t look good on anyone.

      “Yes, terribly so,” Dosha continued, putting aside her own tea. So much for the occasion. “He’s been angry since he arrived. And . . .” Dosha glanced up, her eyes meeting Alice’s with the weight of a crushing work horse. “He forbade me from telling you he was home.”

      Alice swallowed hard. So, he’d intentionally kept her from knowing. “I’m surprised you allowed such. That’s not like you.”

      A slight pink tinged Dosha’s cheeks. “Frankly, I would’ve told you sooner if Louis hadn’t been such a handful since Kent’s return. I’m not sure why, but the man has gone soft in the head. He thinks everyone is out to get him. He says the most dreadful things.”

      “Not everyone. Us.” She hated mincing words and wouldn’t put on pleasantries for what everyone knew was the truth. Louis Douglas had always hated the Johlmans. Alice stood and headed for the nearest large window. At least she could hide her emotions by turning away.

      “Bodey suspected Louis wasn’t well, since neither you nor Alexa has been to visit in quite some time,” Ma continued as if they were having a simple conversation about quilt squares, not the mental health of a man who’d just as soon see them dead as alive.

      “Armstrong sent a letter to Kent when we saw a slight shift in Louis. We’d hoped that Louis would return to a semblance of his old self when Kent returned, but he only got angrier. Armstrong thinks Louis took Kent’s leaving as personal.”

      Imagine that. Alice cringed at her own haughty inner words. Fancy her agreeing with Louis Douglas on anything. “While I agree with you, Kent always said his father would welcome only having one son around. Maybe there is no cause for his change. Perhaps his mind is just slipping away as he ages.” Alice wanted to be a part of the solution, but she feared she was more of the problem in this case. And while Dosha hadn’t come right out and said Kent hadn’t ever planned on returning, she’d implied it. Armstrong had asked his brother to return. He hadn’t chosen to.

      “Perhaps. . .” Dosha seemed unwilling to consider that option. “We’d like to see him go back to the man we once knew if that’s possible. He’s incredibly stubborn, even more than he used to be.”

      Alice turned and crossed her arms, a valiant attempt to protect her own broken heart. Too bad it was too late for such measures. “I’m glad he was able to come help you. When will he be returning to finish school?” She refused to flinch when she heard the answer, no matter what it was.

      “Return?” Dosha cocked her head slightly and her brow furrowed. “He has no plans to return that I know of. He finished school last spring.”

      “So he truly didn’t plan to return.” Alice swallowed the lump in her throat, feeling the burn of her tears even as she refused to let them fall. “He planned to leave me to rot in solitude.”

      “Alice, it’s not like that. I promise you.” Dosha rushed to her feet and took two steps toward Alice.

      She whipped around to face Dosha, stopping her cold. “It isn’t like that? He asked me to wait. I believed that there was no other for me. I defended him when everyone else put him down. All of you, including my brothers, said he was too young to make a decision, and I defended him. Now, I look like a fool. You were right. He shouldn’t have promised and I shouldn’t have agreed.”

      She balled her fists at her sides as she headed to the door. She didn’t need to disturb the visit any further. “Make no mistake, I will have my revenge.”

      “Alice, don’t say that. Don’t start this feud all over again.” Ma shot to her feet. “I always hoped this feud would end with you. Don’t let me down. Don’t fight over what can’t be made right. You’ll never get that time back, but you can move on.”

      Alice continued for the door, holding back any answer for her mother. Ma was right, nothing could make her heart whole again. Nothing would heal what Kent had done. But moving on was not an option.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

        

      

    

    
      Alice raced through the pasture, her hair whipping behind her loose from its braid. Blast Kent Douglas for making her feel again. Blast him for hurting her again. She saw the fence and squeezed her knees against Blaze’s flank, encouraging him to go faster even as she leaned over his neck.

      Wind stung her eyes as tears raced down her cheeks. She’d promised herself Kent would never make her cry again. Blast him for making her break a promise. Blaze launched over the fence with grace and skill, landing easily on the other side and racing away from the house and her embarrassment.

      Now she was on Douglas property and if Louis saw her, she would start the feud all over again. Too bad she didn’t care. She raced at top speed until Blaze’s sides were slick, then she slowed him to a trot. She craned her neck, looking for cattle. “Odd that they have this whole pasture empty when grass is so sparse.” Yet there wasn’t a hint of movement.

      Part of her wanted to make a mess of something, just to be a nuisance. She listened to her inner scolding and reined Blaze around to head back home. The ride felt good but had accomplished nothing except tangling her hair. She still felt a scream burning for release.

      A steady thumping behind her made her glance over her shoulder. Blaze noticed the bull in the same instant and took off toward the Douglas house. “No! You can’t go that way.” Bull or not, Louis shouldn’t see her, not in his pasture.

      She yanked on the reins, but Blaze had no intention of complying. He raced full speed and now the bull’s hooves beat a rhythm Alice couldn’t ignore as it drove closer and closer. She’d never dreamed a bull could run so fast.

      Blaze stumbled and Alice tightened her legs around him. He quivered, tired from his earlier run. Why had she taken out her frustration on the horse? Riding had helped her escape in the last few years, but she’d never ridden a horse so hard.

      Careful to hold tight, she hazarded a glance behind her. The bull wasn’t close, but wasn’t far, either. If Blaze managed to unseat her, she’d be in dire straits. To her right, spindly cedar trees grew in a small clump, only about twenty feet tall and more shadow than anything.

      Gripping the reins, she tugged hard toward home and away from the Douglas ranch. With the way things were going, Louis would probably blame her for injuring his bull. She had ridden where she wasn’t supposed to be. He wasn’t wrong there.

      A snake slid toward Blaze, curving through the grass. “No. No, no, no!” Everything around her slowed as her mind raced. She tried to react in time, but her own movements seemed stuck in molasses. Blaze reared high, suddenly more afraid of what was coming at him from the front than from behind.

      Alice clung to the saddle, but her legs and grip were no match for the terrified horse. He danced in an alarmed circle and raced toward the nearest cedar tree.

      “He’s going to scrape me . . . ” Alice couldn’t calm her breathing. She was going to hit that spindly branch right in the chest and be knocked to the ground.

      The bull gained ground with the help of the snake. Of course the bull wasn’t frightened off. She clenched her teeth at her rotten luck. “Lord, I could use a hand right about now.”

      The branch hit her chest with enough force to knock the wind from her lungs and she dangled there for a moment until the bull’s hoofbeats got her shimmying as quickly up the matchstick tree as she could. He hit it with a resounding crack and the entire tree swayed.

      He glanced up at her and snorted, then nudged the tree hard enough to make her grip the trunk with all she had in her. “That wasn’t really the hand I was looking for,” she called out to God or whoever might be listening.

      If the bull pushed over the tree, she’d get trampled and no one would ever think to look for her there. She could never outrun a bull on foot. Not an angry one, anyway.

      “I think the word you’re looking for, is ‘help’.” A man laughed from his perch on his horse about twenty yards away.

      He sat in the saddle like he had been born to do so. His build was strong and sure. A tan hat sat pulled down low over his forehead and a bandana protected the lower half of his face from the dust. His voice was familiar, yet not. Could this be Kent? Her traitorous heart fluttered a warning.

      “And if I say, ‘help’, is that what will get you to come over here and get your bull?”

      The animal looked between both of them, as if unsure which target best suited him.

      “I don’t generally ask damsels in distress to verbally ask for help, but that would be a nice addition.”

      She locked her jaw and gave him her best scowl, wishing she could see his eyes. If she could see his eyes, she would know if this was Kent. “Why don’t you tell me your name before I ask for help? You could be anyone.”

      “Are you worried I’m a Douglas, Johlman?” His tone dipped slightly and if he hadn’t been masked, she would swear he’d sneered.

      “As a matter of fact . . . ”

      She didn’t get to finish her words before he got out his lasso and, with four whirls above his head, sent the rope over the bull’s head. He whistled softly as he anchored the circle around the horn of his saddle. The bull didn’t like the tension and gave one good tug against it. He followed, with the rider staying well away from getting gored by the horns.

      Alice climbed down to the lower branch and scanned the area for her horse. Today had not turned out as she’d hoped. Now she was stranded with a winded horse on Douglas’ land and they knew she was there. If the bull got injured, she’d be blamed for it. Bulls were expensive and necessary. She could never repay the cost of having him replaced if that’s what Louis demanded, and that would be his way.

      She swung her feet down off the limb to drop to the ground and as she hung there, the rider returned. A moment later, his arms circled her waist, sending fissures of tension down her legs and arms.

      “What are you doing? I’m trying to get down.” She wiggled, trying to get free of his hold.

      “And if you do, that bull will be right after you. I only let him go down the valley where he wouldn’t see you. If you don’t keep quiet, he’ll hear you.”

      Alice stilled her fighting, and the rider helped her get her footing on the rump of his horse. He held her hand steady until she could turn around. “I’ve got to go find my horse.”

      “There is no way I’m letting you walk around this fence all alone,” he grumbled.

      “Why? Are you afraid of a Johlman walking around in your precious pasture?” She matched his tone from before. Part of her wanted to reach up and yank the bandana down, to know who she was with. The other part respected that he wanted to remain hidden. If he was Kent, he might still be scarred from the wound on his cheek, making him cover up.

      “No, I’m scared of an angry bull plowing into you with the force he hit that tree. Now, situate yourself back there and we’ll find your horse.”

      Kindness with a dose of a gruff edge. She couldn’t be certain until she saw his face, but she couldn’t convince her heart this wasn’t Kent. And despite her anger and desire for revenge, she also wanted to hold him close and tell him she’d missed him.

      Slowly, she threaded her arms around his waist and resisted the urge to rest her cheek against his broad back. She’d wanted to hold him and be held by him for years. She’d hoped that when he’d left Deadwood without telling her, he hadn’t negated his promise. But deep inside, she’d worried it had. Something had changed in him, shifting his desire for her, and taking its place.

      “He ran that way.” She pointed to the right.

      “I know. I saw him.”

      Heat bloomed through her entire head. He’d watched her get peeled off her horse like a novice rider. Words fled as she bit her lip.

      “Looked like it hurt. I hope you’re all right.”

      Alice swallowed. “All but my pride is fine.”

      He rode on in silence, and she allowed herself to enjoy the few moments with him. Would she ever see him again after this day? Was this God’s way of allowing her to say goodbye to Kent and her hopes and dreams? She’d wanted to be Mrs. Kent Douglas since she was seventeen.

      A child. She’d been a child when she’d agreed to his offer. He had been little more than a child at the time, too. People changed. He’d changed and so had she. She opened her mouth to tell him she forgave him when he pulled up short, silencing her.

      “Do you hear that?” He craned his neck.

      She noticed, now that they were very close, when he turned his head she could see the faintest hint of dark, scarred skin between the bandana and the hat, right over his temple.

      “I didn’t hear a thing.” Her heart broke for him. Her clothing could hide Ma’s scars. Especially now that she didn’t have any tremors. But Kent, he had to wear his out in the open.

      He gave a nod, almost brushing her nose with his hat. “There are some thorny bushes down by the river, near the fence. If your horse went down there to hide, it may trap him in there. I hope not. He’ll be scared and possibly injured.”

      She closed her eyes tightly and tried to focus. She knew her family’s fields and pastures like the back of her hand, but she now had to think of everything backward from what she knew. “Right, about two miles from home.”

      She heard him swallow hard but didn’t reply.

      “If you’re willing, let’s go look,” she said.

      He answered with a light heel to his horse, forcing her to hold onto him tighter. If she were asked in a court of law, she’d claim she hated it, but her heart knew the truth. Her arms fit perfectly around Kent and they didn’t want anyone else in that place.
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        * * *

      

      Kent gritted his teeth against the warmth radiating from his chest where Alice’s arms circled him. Bless him, but it was a blissful torment. He’d told himself time and again that he wasn’t worth the dirt on her boots. She would tire of looking at him and eventually, even if she claimed it wouldn’t, her stomach would turn just looking at him.

      Monster. He flinched and pushed the thoughts from his mind, wishing he could grab another Nyal from his pocket. Hopefully, she attributed his racing heart to the ride because there was no way she could miss it, with her hands so very close.

      Her horse had made a noise. He’d heard it. Hopefully, the poor thing hadn’t gotten too entangled in the briars, but with as terrified as the poor beast had been, he wouldn’t doubt they’d find him cut and panting, waiting for help.

      Kent had noticed the bull racing off from where he’d been up by the barn. He’d followed, wondering what could’ve spooked him. When he’d seen Alice racing through the pasture, his heart had leaped to his throat. He’d tried to chase the bull away, but that only seemed to make him duck his head and dig in.

      When her horse spooked, he’d prayed for the first time in years. Really prayed. Maybe God wanted nothing to do with him, but He should protect Alice. He’d even gone so far as to thank God for the available tree, small as it was.

      As they crossed the soft slope of the rise just before it dropped into the valley of the river, he heard the horse more clearly. Stealing himself against the inevitable, he slowed his horse to avoid frightening the poor animal further.

      “Oh, no!” Alice’s cry tore him apart inside. “What have I done?” She rested her head against his shoulder, and he stiffened as the pleasant feeling rolled through him.

      “What do you mean? The horse ran in that mess all on his own.”

      She lifted her head and slowly shook it. “No. He wouldn’t have even been in this fence if I hadn’t been running from my demons. Stop here and let me down.”
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