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  Chapter 1




  “Students! I’d like to introduce your new classmate, Lindsay Hopkins. Lindsay is new here from Barnhill. Let’s all do our best to make her feel welcome,” Miss Marks announced as she stood in front of the tidy rows of desks filled with children and presented the little girl. After the announcement, the teacher patted the woven bun on the back of her head and sent a stiff smile to the class.




  From the back of the room, a young boy saw the new girl look around the room, then watched as shyness directed her dark gaze to the worn boards of the schoolhouse floor. He wondered if she felt the stares from the many pairs of eyes on her. He wondered why her new pa made her come to school so soon. Not even a week gone by and he put her into a room with so many new faces.




  “Lindsay, take the seat next to Patty.” The teacher’s outstretched motion pointed the new girl to the second to the last desk where Patty sat and Lindsay took the seat alongside. “Now, everyone, please take out your slates and we will begin work on our arithmetic.”




  At the mention of arithmetic, a boy in the back of the room groaned.




  “Luc, I trust you’ve completed your homework, as usual,” Miss Marks began as if her words alone would quiet the ruckus, “so please refrain from making noises that disturb others.”




  Luc Fricke frowned. He didn’t groan. His desk partner, Awful Ernie Atkins, groaned. Awful Ernie was always trying to get him in trouble with Miss Marks.




  “Yes, ma’am.” Luc seceded anyway to keep the peace. He forced himself to ignore the pretty new girl who sat down directly in front of him. Not that it was possible. Until then, Luc only saw her from a distance. Fricke land bordered the Pass’ with Rock Creek as a boundary. It just began to rain when Luc first noticed her while he packed up his fishing gear at the creek and Sheriff Nate Horner brought her to Travis’. The minute he saw the sheriff lower Lindsay from his horse, Luc knew he had to meet her.




  In the classroom, against the observant eyes of Miss Marks, Luc watched as the new girl fingered a piece of chalk. Her sugar and creamy coffee colored skin betrayed her Italian heritage—same as her pa, Travis Eversby-Pass. Luc wondered if the rumors about Lindsay Anne were true. Her pa was Travis Pass. Travis was an orphan Joseph and Frances Kubat took in on their way to Oklahoma. Luc didn’t know how the Kubats came to be in General, Nebraska, but when they got there, the gossip went, they had two babies—their daughter, Aggie, and the orphaned Travis. When the two babies grew up, they married each other. Luc wasn’t sure how Lindsay figured into the situation because she was Travis’ daughter, but not Aggie’s. The mystery intrigued him and so, when he saw the sheriff bring the seven-year-old girl to the Pass homestead, Luc was curious.




  Awful Ernie Atkins saw his desk partner continue to stare at the new girl and whispered, “Luc loves Lindsay. Luc loves Lindsay!”




  Vehemently, Luc expelled, “Do not!”




  “Do, too!” Awful Ernie leered.




  “Boys! I will see you after school for one hour,” Miss Marks chastised. “Class, your arithmetic.”




  * * * *




  The hot summer sun beamed down on the dirt street. Several horses trod past, leaving clouds of dry, gray dust in the wake of their hooves. The clomp, clompity-clomp of Joseph Kubat’s pair of well-bred, chestnut Morgans made the boards in the sidewalk vibrate under the feet of a group of men as they sat discussing the latest weather report. They looked up just enough to admire the team before continuing with their conversation.




  “I heard it rained two weeks ago in Barnhill and missed us completely!” one man said as he leaned his broad shoulders against the wooden whitewashed siding of the barbershop.




  Another scratched his head under his hat. “It’s too early in the season to worry about rain.”




  “You can say that because you’re just a young buck. You don’t have any land you need to tend. Give yourself a couple of years to buy some property and find yourself a woman, maybe have a little family, and then you’ll be concerned enough.”




  The younger man smiled. “Actually, I just bought a parcel of land today. That piece just downstream from my pa’s place along Rock Creek has been for sale for a while now, so I bought it.”




  “Old Joe Harvestad’s land? I wondered who bought that. Glad to hear it was you, Luc. Now,” the man snickered, “you got yourself a woman in mind to make you some babies to help you cultivate that land?”




  Luc grinned. He did, but he wasn’t going to tell Ben Marshall. “Can’t say that I do; can’t say that I don’t. Let’s just leave that to me.”




  Before Ben could offer a smart reply, Lindsay Pass walked in front of them in a rush and excused herself.




  Directly behind her, a couple of young men pursued her as vigilant as buzzards on a carcass. The most boisterous of them jeered, “Come on, Miss Hopkins. Everybody knows your history and how you came to these parts. We’re just tryin’ ta have some fun.”




  The men on the bench watched as Lindsay ignored her rude followers.




  “Excuse me, Mr. Marshall, Mr. Fricke,” she offered, speaking the cordial words to the seated men.




  Luc tipped his hat to the prettier than average young woman. “Ma’am, fine day today.” Politeness toward her came easily.




  Lindsay sent a courteous smile Luc’s way before bolting past without further comment.




  Ernie Atkins hollered again, “Come on, Lindsay, where you hurrying off to?” His long strides meant to quickly catch up to his female prey, his half-drunken drawl clearly evident when he hollered.




  Before Ernie took another step past the visiting men, a long leg stretched in front of him and rested its boot heel on the railing opposite. Ernie nearly fell face first onto the raised wooden sidewalk before he caught his balance in shock. “Hey!?”




  Luc pretended not to notice Ernie and he scraped imaginary mud from the bottom of his boot against the railing. Without looking up, and with a tone of indifference, Luc said, “I know you don’t want to spoil a good day, Ernie. Why don’t you save us all a lot of trouble and leave the lady be?”




  Ernie’s bloodshot blue eyes squinted and his mouth formed a twisted, nasty scowl. “I ain’t meaning no harm, Fricke. Let me by.”




  Luc gazed through Ernie to the street and replied, “No, I don’t think I will. I can’t stomach you treating Miss Pass like that. That just can’t be allowed.”




  Ernie ran his fingers through his unkempt, blonde hair. “Come on, Luc! Everybody in town knows her true name ain’t Pass and that you done had her in your sights since the day she came here. Well, that’s been years and years and you ain’t made no progress. You just move on over and let me tend to the little...”




  Before he could finish what Luc knew would be a very derogatory, very Ernie Atkins statement, Luc said, “I’m warning you, Ernie. You’re stepping where you shouldn’t and I won’t have it! Now, back off!” The sudden change in his mood and tone left Ernie no room for argument.




  Luc Fricke’s form straightened on the bench. He wasn’t a big man, but he wasn’t exactly little either. Most in his small town knew not to challenge him when he had his mind set. Luc could stand against the fiercest, and everyone knew it.




  Ernie grunted and grabbed his cohort without fight. “Come on, Rubin. We’ll play this game another day!” He tugged on the friend’s shirt and turned for Sadie’s Saloon around the corner.




  As Luc watched the two young men leave under only a slight bit of duress, he calmly tipped his hat to Ben Marshall and stood. “Time for me to go. Pa and I are going to check the boundaries on the Harvestad place.”




  Luc ignored the implicating look Ben Marshall shot to him that said his antic with Lindsay Pass put an end to the question as to whom he intended to find to fill his property. Luc also disregarded the truth that everyone in town knew. Why argue with fact? Luc secretly pined for Travis Pass’ eldest daughter.




  Luc looked down the narrow sidewalk to be sure Ernie and his sidekick were gone and then turned away. He had to meet his father at noon in front of the...




  “Damn! Oh! Pardon me, Miss Pass. I’m awfully sorry. I didn’t see you there,” Luc apologized as he all but knocked Lindsay down just as she exited the mercantile with an armful of packages. He bent to pick up a brown paper-covered parcel and dusted the road dirt from it before he sheepishly handed it back to her.




  * * * *




  Lindsay smiled. He was quite the good-looking man from any woman’s standpoint. His wavy, dark hair framed chiseled features too young to show the weather, yet old enough to let the glimmer of early experience shine through. Gleaming dark blue eyes sparkled against sun-browned skin. Broad shoulders stood firm above his narrow waist, which topped legs seemingly a mile long. The clean shirt he wore, with its sleeves neatly rolled past the elbows and its hem tucked into his store-bought Levis, revealed muscular arms proving he was no stranger to the hard work of tending a homestead. When Luc tipped his hat, ever so politely, even after he knocked all her packages to the ground, Lindsay’s heart jumped excitedly. She knew what some of the residents of General gossiped about her; her heritage was far more scandalous than any other mundane occurrence in General, but Luc Fricke always acted the gentleman with her. Never, in all the ten years since she’d come to live with her pa, had Luc ever treated her as if she were cut from the same mold as her mother. Never did he ever treat her as Awful Ernie usually did.




  “That was a nice thing you did for me, Luc. Thank you,” Lindsay offered as she accepted the last of her parcels.




  “Nearly knocking you down because I wasn’t paying attention?” Luc replied, trying to make light of his mistake.




  A rosy blush surfaced on Lindsay’s cheeks. “No, helping me with Ernie Atkins. That was very nice. You didn’t have to do that.”




  “I can’t see him treating you poorly, ma’am.” He hooked his thumbs in the front pockets of his trousers.




  “Well, just the same, not everybody would have done that for me,” she said. General, Nebraska was, in essence, a town full of good people who would bend over backwards for their neighbors, but there were those few who wouldn’t give a damn. Luc Fricke was not one of those few.




  “Don’t thank me. You know Ernie. He gets a little liquor under his belt, and he forgets that women’s feelings are more apt to hurt.”




  “Oh?” Lindsay smiled inquiringly. She’d never thought of herself as more apt to be hurt. She’d always figured she was seasoned far more than most girls her age. And Ernie’s comments and actions didn’t bother her all that much. In fact, she almost turned to knock him on his face herself! The only thing that stopped her, besides Luc’s boot on the railing, was the fact Reverend Murphy was standing on the corner talking to the barber catching the entire episode. Still, she felt she owed Luc for sticking up for her. “Is it true?”




  “What?” Luc asked back without forcing his gaze from her brown eyes.




  “That you’ve been sweet on me yourself for years? Like Ernie said?” Lindsay always had the inkling it was true, but she had to ask. The episode with Ernie Atkins left her the perfect opportunity.




  Before Luc could answer, Reverend Murphy approached. “Morning, Miss Lindsay. Morning, Luc. It’s sure I am that the pair of you will be attending the church social on Sunday.” The man’s thick Irish accent reverberated down the street.




  “Um,” Luc stuttered.




  Lindsay looked at Luc and then back to the preacher. “Luc and I would be happy to attend, Reverend, wouldn’t we, Luc?”




  Luc looked at Lindsay and stuttered again, “Um, sure. It would be my pleasure.”




  The preacher smiled and patted Luc on the back. “It’s a good man you are, Luc Fricke. Just as your father is. Mighty proud he should be. See you on Sunday then, Miss Lindsay, Luc.” With a formidable tip of his hat, the preacher headed down the narrow walk and into the mercantile, a whistled gait in his step.




  Luc couldn’t speak.




  Lindsay saw Luc blush, then she grinned mischievously at his all-too-long pause, “Let’s hope that cat lets go of your tongue before you pick me up on Sunday for church. Oh! I almost forgot the sugar! Ma said I had to make a pie for the social. I make the best apple pie. Maybe I’ll make one for you, too. See you around ten on Sunday then?”




  After she turned, Lindsay didn’t see Luc’s dazed reaction and didn’t hear the confusion in his reply, “Ten, sure. What? Picnic? What the hell just happened here?” She was sure glad he asked her to the picnic. Or did she ask him?




  Chapter 2




  It was a tiny, sturdy building, little more like a shack than a house, but for starters, Luc knew it would do fine. After all, it was spring. With the bulk of warm weather still to come, there was plenty of time left to construct more formidable housing. As Luc stood in front of his lodging, he admired his work. Four walls stood straight and tall, one window on each splintery side. A large door faced south, first used as an entry for Luc and later, as an entrance for the stock. By summer’s end, before autumn winds and fall colors edged winter’s skirt, he would have his actual house built. Before acres of heavy snow blanketed the fertile ground, Luc would ask Lindsay Hopkins-Pass to be his wife.




  Old Joe Harvestad would be happy with a fine house like this, Luc thought as he took his handkerchief from his back pocket and wiped beads of sweat from his forehead. Just after, he thought of Lindsay and released a constrained sigh. Lindsay will not be happy with this. Lindsay was not a material person but she would hardly be satisfied to live in a building made eventually to house farm animals.




  Luc scratched his head and looked at the property line. His temporary house sat under the shadow of a small hill edged on one side with thick bramble and pine trees. Over and beyond that hill, his land stretched for a hundred and eighty acres. Below that hill, Rock Creek gurgled. Smooth, moss-covered stones and pebbles lined the bottom of the shallow brook and sent plump, colorful bass and catfish upstream to stands of tall water grass in search of spring mates. Wispy branches of willow trees danced with the slight breeze into the icy, spring water of the stream and sprang back sending liquid droplets into the air in a prism of rainbow colors. Luc smiled as he quietly watched a small raccoon waddle to the water’s edge and flail its paws under the surface in search of a slippery fish.




  The view from the top of the hill, with picturesque Rock Creek below and acres of fertile, black earth all around, surrounded by stands of pine, oak, and willow, would be a perfect place for Luc to build a proper house. Off in the distance, the small town of General was visible on the horizon. On a still day, Pastor Murphy’s pewter church bell, towering over the village in its majestic steeple, could be heard gallantly beckoning. On a cloudy day, the arch of Luc’s hill was well under the usual border of high fog and tall enough to surpass the lower, rolling moisture. He would build himself a house on the top of that hill and surround it with young saplings, which, when they were grown, would act as a break from the unpredictable Nebraska winter winds. There were plenty of strong pine trees near the stream for the framing of the house. For the rest of the lumber, Luc decided to purchase it precut from the mill in town. The wood there was quality and Luc felt it would withstand generations. He would build a beautiful house. His new house, the one where he and Lindsay would raise their children, would be large enough to fortress an army.




  A bright-breasted robin lit on a tree branch to Luc’s right and then, startled, excitedly flew away. Luc turned his gaze in the direction of the unnatural commotion and saw her standing in the sunlight, dark hair gleaming deep chocolate against the spring green of the newly budded trees. Her lithe, graceful body emerged as part of the peaceful environment that surrounded her. Stunning, the only word to describe her.




  “Nice day today,” Luc started as he approached the splendor that stood knee-deep in the pebble-lined creek bed.




  “It is,” she agreed. “Your house is coming along wonderfully!”




  “Thanks,” he said in awe. “What are you doing out here?” What is she doing out here by herself with just nature, that lovely, blue print dress, and God her only protection from my fervent soul?




  “I was drawing water to do the laundry,” she lied.




  Luc noticed that her water buckets were far from her on the shore and no water was being collected. Her toes were playfully dangling against the smooth stones, making turbulent bubbles opposite the current. He smiled a gracious smile that told nature and God he was thankful for the allowance to view such a vision. She looked like a mythical wood nymph with her dark hair gathered in a loose tail behind the poised slope of her neck, loose locks dangling around her face, the blue cotton of her dress gathered around her knees, as she playfully danced in the gentle motion of the water.




  “What are you doing here? Working on your house?” the wood nymph asked.




  Entranced, spellbound by her mischievous hex, captured by her melodic song sent to trap his soul, he replied, “I was. And to check for tracks. Your Pa said he saw a cougar around and I thought I’d come and see for myself.” Luc neglected to tell her Travis also said Lindsay went out to the stream to fetch water for her mother, and since that was the same direction he planned to go...




  “Well,” Lindsay began, “I haven’t seen any tracks of anything more than a deer. Pa probably told you that so you’d spread it around town and people would be too afraid to come out here to fish.”




  “Can’t say I’d blame him for that,” Luc acknowledged. “Rock Creek holds the best fishing around. Since our land borders your pa’s, I can’t say that I mind.”




  “That’s what Pa says, too.” She paused only a second before continuing, “What are you doing this Sunday?”




  Luc watched her gaze flare back to the water and she giggled when a trout swam around her legs and tickled the tops of her feet. Her laugh was contagious and it made him forget he was there to work. It made him forget he was on earth to do anything but stare at her and his blood warmed, not from the sun on his back, but from the heat she stirred in him.




  Since the church picnic, Luc was so busy with the new homestead he’d hardly paid her any attention. He knew she could tell he was interested. His constant stares and the manly restraint he exhibited whenever he was around her betrayed his true feelings. “Well,” he stuttered, because he knew he should have taken the first step to suggest they do something together. “First, I have to go to church, then I have some work to do here. After that, Pa asked if I could come and help him fix the fence around his pig pen. He bought a couple new sows from Joseph.”




  “Then you’re not busy?” Icy ripples of water fell against her skin.




  Luc figured the water was cold and knew if she stayed there much longer, waiting for him to ask her to church, she’d probably get frostbite. “No, not too busy.”




  “You’ll be able to pick me up for church? And afterward, Nate and Sally Horner and their family are coming up from Barnhill for the afternoon. We will be having lunch. It will be a fine day. Pa and Ma said I was welcome to invite you, that is, if you aren’t too busy.”




  How could he refuse his only temptation? Luc smiled. “If you would please accompany me to church, Miss Pass, I would be honored.” Work could wait! Work could wait for an eternity.




  “I should expect you around eight on Sunday then, to pick me up?” Her coal-colored eyes shined happily and she beamed a smile toward him.




  Automatically, Luc grinned back. “Eight. Would you like some help with your water?”




  “Water?” Lindsay asked as her dark eyebrows formed a confused line.




  Luc crossed his arms in front of his chest, pointed with one hand to her pails, and smiled a reminder. “For the laundry.”




  “Oh! Water!” Lindsay blushed. “No, thank you, Luc. I can manage.”




  He wondered if Lindsay’s heart raced as much as his when she accepted his invitation to Sunday mass. Since the church picnic, everyone in town assumed the two of them were courting, but they hadn’t actually formally courted. Even their parents thought they were a couple. So did Ernie Atkins. Joseph Kubat always said Luc was meant to be with Lindsay. He was old, wise, and usually right. Maybe he was right about this, too?




  “Well, then, I better be getting back to work on our house, otherwise it will never get finished,” Luc said with regret. He thought of her day and night. The last thing he wanted to have her do was leave. He hated to break away from the conversation with her. But if she stayed, he would never get done and he would never have a decent house. If he never had a decent house, he couldn’t possibly ask for her hand.




  Lindsay watched him turn to go back to his work. “Good-bye, Luc,” she said as she forced herself to get the buckets. “Our house?”




  Luc grinned as he walked away. She did catch his description of the house and he could tell, by the way she questioned him back, she was intrigued. It was all he could do to force himself not to run toward her, capture her in his arms, and kiss the sweetness from her. She was alone, gorgeous, and standing there, with her skirt above the sexy curves of her calves, and he wanted to turn her from a childhood friend to a woman right there in the stream. If he thought about the house, he would have less room in his brain for carnal thoughts of her.




  Chapter 3




  The grass that cloaked the yard before the Pass home was fresh spring green and it sent the crisp aroma of the new season into the air as Luc and Lindsay walked along. The old oak tree before the two-story building sported a new rope swing from a thick branch and stood proud with its bright buds. Tall yellow daffodils and violet crocuses poked from under fertile, black earth under the warmth of the sun. Even dandelion greens seemed to relish in the new life that rose all around.




  Underfoot, the ground was only damp enough with winter’s melt to leave small imprints as picnickers and family pets strode by. Lindsay looked to Luc and relayed something her father mentioned the evening before. “Pa found paw prints in the mud by Rock Creek again.” She laced her arm through her escort’s.




  Luc looked to her and grinned, proud he held such a captivating woman on his arm. Secretly, he wished Ernie Atkins could see him. Ernie would be envious. “I haven’t seen any by our place. But then, I haven’t been really watching. I’ve been working. The frame is up, the roof is finished, and most of the inside is done,” he boasted about the new house. “Why don’t you let me show you how it’s coming along?” He thought for a second and then continued uneasily, “That wouldn’t be proper, would it? We’d need a chaperone.” It would not sit well with the Passes or the Kubats, or the Horners for that matter, for Luc to be seen taking Lindsay into the woods unaccompanied. In fact, it would look very wrong in anyone’s eyes. Not that Luc would dare think of taking advantage of Lindsay without her permission. Actually, he hoped for permission but, not then. Soon! Soon as he got the house finished. He pushed any lurid thoughts from his mind.




  “I could get my brother and sister to go with us,” Lindsay volunteered.
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