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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.




  Shocked, Luc sent a serious smile to her. Did he trust himself alone with her, even with her siblings, in the woods? Were her younger siblings enough to chaperone them? “I don’t know, maybe we should wait until...” His reckless side suddenly took over. “Maybe they can help us search for those tracks.” In the back of his mind, he prayed he could control himself while they were alone. He also wished they were alone so he wouldn’t have to control himself.




  Lindsay smiled. “I’d love to see the house, Luc. I’ll just be a minute rounding up the kids and asking my parents.”




  He watched as she sauntered across the yard. The soft folds of her skirt swayed in the slight breeze as it gracefully molded to her hips. Her slender arms swung leisurely at her sides. The soft melody of her voice sang to the horizon as she called her siblings. Something inside Luc rose and told him that taking Lindsay into the woods to see the house, being alone with her with only her young brother and sister as their chaperones, was an enormous temptation. He was raised to be a respectable man. Never take what wasn’t offered. Boy, did he hope she offered! He prayed they were not alone when she did. Too bad honorable men were forced to be so honorable.




  * * * *




  “This is going to be beautiful, Luc! I love the way this window looks out over the creek. In the winter, we’ll be able to see deer sipping from that bend and it looks like those trees will anchor the snow above that cliff. See those fish? See how the sunlight catches their colors?”




  Luc knew the view from above the kitchen sink. He stared at it often enough to know Lindsay would enjoy it as much as he did himself. He pointed over Lindsay’s shoulder to the water. “Look at Jennifer and Emil. They’re getting soaked.” The two younger siblings stood knee-deep in the stream trying to catch slippery fish. “Should we holler at them? Your ma will be upset.” He didn’t want to do anything that would jeopardize his standing with the Pass clan this close to his proposal for their daughter’s hand.




  “But I haven’t seen the rest of the house,” Lindsay protested. “Besides, the kids will dry off on the way back home. Don’t worry so much.” She tugged Luc’s sleeve. “What’s behind this door?”




  “That?” Luc asked, dumbfounded.




  Lindsay giggled. “Yes, silly! This door. Can I go in there?”




  Of course she could go in there. She could go in there anytime she wanted. That was the bedroom and Luc wanted her in there as much as possible. But it wasn’t proper for a woman to be in a man’s bedroom before marriage. He knew it wasn’t. “That’s the bedroom,” Luc replied, surprising instant shyness edged his tone. “I...It wouldn’t be proper for you to...”




  “Nonsense! Who will know?” Lindsay answered as she opened the door and stepped in. “Needs a woman’s touch, Luc,” she teased.




  “Yep,” Luc managed with his voice in the pit of his stomach.




  “I have a quilt that will look lovely on that bed, too.” Lindsay sent Luc a smile over her shoulder.




  “What?” Luc said, paying more attention to the beautiful creature in his room and the way the light caught the dark sheen of her hair than what she was saying. He felt heat rise to his face and he forced himself to stay in control as he watched her trace a path across the unfinished wood of the door trim with her delicate hand.




  “I said, I have a beautiful quilt that will look lovely in here. It’s dark blue and green and...” She paused and her dark eyebrows knit together. “Oh, I...I just assumed you were...I mean I thought you and I would eventually...” A deep red flush rose to her cheeks.




  “What?” Luc asked again with even more of a dazed expression. He could kiss her then and no one would be any wiser.




  Lindsay covered her mouth and gasped. “Oh, Luc,” she began, “I’m sorry. I just assumed that, I...oh my! I feel so foolish.” Her breath came shallow and shaky.




  Luc’s thoughts flashed to reality. Lindsay thought he had other plans for his life! How could she think that? He wondered why she mistrusted her own intuition. She should have instinctively known they eventually would be husband and wife. Even though he knew she felt she’d always been the one to initiate courting situations, she should have known, just by his acceptances, he wanted to be with her. He wasn’t merely going out of his way to be polite and proper, Luc wanted to be so much more than a friend. He wanted to marry her and she should have known. He could tell she didn’t by the way she blushed when she realized she was in his bedroom and she thought he didn’t want her there.




  Lindsay bolted back to the door to escape.




  His hand reached to stop her. Its work-worn roughness rested on her soft shoulder and his fingers gently entangled in her silky, dark hair. Something primal rose inside him and told him not to let her get away, ever. “Don’t go,” he pleaded as he reached to turn her to face him. “Don’t go,” he pleaded as he bent his face to hers and brushed his lips to taste her sweetness. “I love you. Please don’t leave.” His breath came in spasms.




  Lindsay’s arms flew around Luc’s neck and her slim body molded to his sturdier one. Luc felt her returned kiss and reveled internally when his body responded against hers in the manliest way. He was aware only of the feel of his hands as they caressed her shoulders and trailed down to the small of her back. He was aware only of the feel of his heart thudding rapidly against hers and heat racing through his veins and centering somewhere deep inside him, low and hungry. He felt her response in the most erotic way as her form leaned into his wantonly and, somewhere from within, he cursed himself for being much too improper. A single man was not to respond to a woman in that particular way. Theoretically, Luc wasn’t a single man. Not anymore. He pledged his love to her. They belonged to each other! His soul demanded it.




  Luc felt the reaction Lindsay stirred. He felt the warm softness of her lips against his and the feeling was more mystical than he ever imagined. He felt the heat and his body’s natural response press into her. Dear God! They were alone. Except for nature and God, they were alone. She offered him absolute peace and happiness, and he didn’t want to resist.




  He had no control. He had no regrets. He wanted to make her surrender completely. Forcefully, Luc’s kisses turned from innocent and soft, to demanding and carnal. His mind fought his internal turbulence as Lindsay’s tongue returned his desire. He kissed her; their bodies entwined; until the next step was ultimate release, skin against skin. He was as willing as she was. He felt her craving and hungered for her lust. But a good man did not take advantage and a gentleman kept control at all costs in the presence of a beautiful woman.




  With his one remaining trace of morality and a deep groan, Luc held Lindsay away. His hands shook uncontrollably against her shoulders and he felt his body pull against his will. He took a deep breath and kissed her once more. His body ached for her and his lips begged to touch the soft slope of her neck. He resisted. “I love you. You can’t imagine how long I’ve waited for this.”




  “Yes, I can. I don’t know what took you so long,” she answered, breathless. Her hands lit lightly on his chest.




  “I’ve always wanted to marry you, Lindsay,” Luc began as he again held her away in an effort to stop his obsession from becoming full-blown and further out of control. “There has never been any doubt in my mind that I’ll spend the rest of my life with you. I built this house for you. Please say that you’ll be my wife.”




  Lindsay managed a nod and tears welled in her eyes. “Yes! Yes, Luc. I will marry you!”




  Excitedly, Luc took her in his arms and searched for her lips to seal their promise.




  From behind, Jennifer and Emil giggled in unison. “Lindsay loves Luc! Lindsay loves Luc! We saw you kissing!” Their childish song echoed through the empty, near finished house as they skipped back outside into the bright sunshine. “Luc and Lindsay sitting in a tree. K-I-S-S-I-N-G...”




  * * * *




  “What a beautiful day for a picnic!” Aggie Pass breathed in the scent of fresh-cut grass. Its greenness surprised and thrilled her after the long, cold winter. Earlier, she sent Emil to cut the grass while she occupied herself with last minute preparations for her after church guests, but couldn’t keep herself from the open air of the front porch and the enticing scents of spring. She leaned against the porch railing as her guests arrived and Sally and Nate Horner crested the hill in their car. The black-framed metal reflected the sun back into her eyes. The noise of the gas-powered engine disturbed the natural surroundings.




  Nate Horner, what a good man. Years ago, Aggie seriously considered marrying him. They were childhood neighbors. They were childhood friends. It seemed only natural for them to contemplate, and their parents to push them toward, marriage. Who knew she would eventually refuse Nate’s love and marry Travis, the orphaned boy adopted by her parents?




  “What are you daydreaming about, dear?” Roshelle Fricke asked from the rustic square of the front door. “Oh! Sally and Nate are here,” she continued when she noticed the Horners’ motorcar.




  Both women on the porch saw another younger couple walking arm in arm toward the house.




  “You know,” Roshelle began, “Walter was barely a man when I met him. He’d only just joined the German Army. His camp was not far from my parents’ house in Arris. The Germans were good to the people there and I guess I was enticed by the romance of a foreigner. It was love at first sight! Of course, I was only fifteen. My parents objected. What did I know about love anyway? No one could tell us what to do, even then.” Roshelle’s thick French accent knit through her words and her curly dark hair flit in the breeze. “We fled the country together.”




  Aggie heard stories of Roshelle Fricke’s flight. She fled France with Walter, a young German soldier, just as she stated, but Aggie knew it was against the wishes of her parents. She ran away to America just as the German Army set camp, right in the middle of her hometown of Arris, and shortly thereafter, war ensued. That was a discussion saved for another time, not a beautiful spring day. A beautiful day was not made for memories of the past no one could do anything about.




  “I can’t tell Lindsay what to do, Roshelle,” Aggie said, “Luc’s a wonderful person. Travis and I would be happy to have him as a son. But before I married Travis, everyone in General paired Nate and me together. Nate is a good man, understand, but just because we were neighbors did not mean we would have done well as a couple. I’d hate for our children to think they need to love each other just because the town thinks they should.” Aggie contemplated Roshelle’s return before she continued. “Lindsay would do well with Luc in her life. She can trust him, love him, and be as happy as anyone. It’s just that I would like to see her search her options before she settles down. It’s a new century. Women have so many choices now that neither you nor I did. Universities all over the country are even offering scholarships to young women. Girls don’t have to go right from their parents to a home of their own anymore.”




  Roshelle’s frown deepened to an understanding grimace. “I suppose you’re right. When I was young, I was expected to go from my father’s roof to my husband’s and now women are going off to learn a trade. Bons Cieux. Look at Sally Horner. She runs the bakery in Barnhill.”




  Nate and Sally’s jalopy pulled to the front of the house and two teenage boys jumped from the back, followed by three younger children.




  “You make it sound like that’s a bad thing,” Aggie commented to Roshelle.




  “Not a bad thing; a sign of bad things. Women should stay home and raise their children to teach them where loyalties lie. Empires and businesses crumble, but families do not.”




  Aggie laughed. “Roshelle, I doubt our little town could be considered an empire. And I doubt that just because Sally runs a bakery, society will fall. In fact, I think Sally is ahead of her time. When she married Nate, she refused to give up her bakery. Someday, more women than not will be doing the same. Someday we will be able to vote and own land anywhere.” Roshelle Fricke was a fine person. She was always generous and helpful, but Aggie knew she still held much of the ideals from days gone by. Aggie disagreed. Why did women have to stay home and raise children? Women held as much knowledge as menfolk. So many women, like men, traveled west so they could be freethinkers. Why should women, even after so much time in the west, still limit themselves to the old ways? Being allowed the privilege to vote would most certainly change that thinking.




  Sally Horner smiled as she walked up the two steps to the porch. The slight breeze played with the hem of her calico skirt. “Lovely day for a picnic, isn’t it?”




  “It is,” Aggie said as she hugged her friend. “Roshelle and I were just discussing voting.”




  “I read that women in Washington were allowed to vote in the election last fall, before that, it was Utah, Wyoming, and Colorado. It’s just a matter of time before Nebraska allows us to and then, the entire United States will follow,” Sally said when she joined in the conversation.




  “Washington is not Nebraska,” Roshelle chastised.




  “Afternoon, Aggie.” Nate smiled as he offered a friendly kiss to her cheek. “Mind if I park the car in the barn?”




  “Ask Travis. He may want you to park it behind the barn. You know how skittish he is with his stock.” Aggie knew her husband and she was well aware that Travis would probably care if Nate parked his Ford in the barn and riled the stock. But it was a delightful day and Travis was in as bighearted a mood as everyone else seemed to be. “He knows that cars will someday be as numerous as horses but he isn’t ready to accept it quite yet.”




  Nate smiled. “Maybe you’re right, Aggie. We really enjoy this one. It’s not as stubborn as that damn horse of mine, but it can’t travel in fields either. I still need my Appaloosa for that.”




  Aggie heard the contented, underlying security in Nate’s voice and smiled. He’d grown to be happy, even though she broke his heart so many years ago. Thank goodness! “How was your trip?” she directed to her both Sally and Nate.




  “A beautiful day for travel. Besides, I wanted to see how this car worked on the open road. Where is Travis?”




  Gone from Nate’s tone was the pain and suffering Aggie knew so many years ago when she refused his love. Since he and Sally married, Nate was a new man and Aggie was glad to see it. “You’ll find him in the barn checking a mare,” Aggie returned, relieved for the diversion in the conversation from the vote.




  Sally Horner stood by the other two women. “So,” Sally began as she brushed her auburn locks from her face, looked out to the middle of the yard, and noticed what Aggie and Roshelle noticed earlier, “seems Luc and Lindsay have discovered something.” A smile grew across her pale cheek and she patted Aggie and Roshelle on the arms. “They make a lovely couple.”




  “They do,” Aggie agreed. “Luc will make her very happy. I was hoping Lindsay would seek further education, but ideals are no match for love.” Aggie knew as well as Sally Horner did the power of love and how it got in the way. She knew, as a child, Sally loved Nate Horner. Nate held his love for Aggie instead and when she married Travis, Nate set himself to self-exile. A few years later, Sally married a man named Alex George, started a restaurant, and had children. That happiness only lasted until Alex’s death. Sally then packed up everything she owned in search of a better life and found it in a neighboring town. She also found Nate there. In that town, the pair made a happy life with each other, just as Travis and Aggie did in General along the banks of Rock Creek.




  “I remember the day Lindsay came here.” Sally smiled. “It was after that terrible brawl in Barnhill. The boys and I were staying behind Pa’s church, remember?”




  Aggie nodded. It was a gloomy, rainy day when Nate brought Lindsay from Barnhill. The girl was only seven and her mother, Belle Hopkins, was killed in that awful fight. One of Nate’s duties as sheriff of Barnhill was to deliver Lindsay to her sole surviving parent, Travis. Neither Travis nor Aggie knew Lindsay existed until Nate plopped her on their front porch and relayed the gruesome story of how her mother was killed. Travis didn’t question whether to keep Lindsay as theirs and Aggie would never have turned out one of Travis’ children. “We didn’t have children when we got her and I was afraid of being a mother, much less to another woman’s child, but Lindsay’s been my daughter ever since. I’d be at a loss without her in my life.”




  The three women stood for a moment and admired their surroundings. The portion of Pass land, where Travis and Aggie’s house stood, edged Rock Creek. Gurgling, fresh water bubbled within the cobblestone-lined banks. Red and gray granite boulders jutted from black cliffs behind fertile, rolling hills where acres of new growth corn and spindly sprouts of winter wheat were just coming up. Beyond the hills, General rose. Its residents welcomed anyone willing to risk the open prairie to build a simpler life. Lives changed in General, mostly for the better, sometimes, as Roshelle, Sally, and Aggie all knew, only due to the will of God.




  “Whatever happens,” Aggie began as she watched her stepdaughter and Luc approach, “it won’t be up to any of us.”




  The others nodded in agreement. They all knew from experience that destiny prevailed. No man could change the will of God. No true love could ever deny itself for long.




  Chapter 4




  “Come on, Lindsay. Does it take all women so long to hurry? I swear. Next time I want to be someplace at ten, I’ll tell you nine!” Luc finagled around a stretch of loose bramble that arched over a rock.




  “Why can’t we use the path to get to your place like we usually do?” Lindsay protested as she loosed the hem of her skirt from the thicket.




  “Because, darling,” Luc began as he gazed over the small valley below, “I wanted you to see your new home from this angle today.” He grabbed Lindsay by her delicate shoulders and held her.




  The breath caught in Lindsay’s lungs the second she saw the vision below her. The half-noon sun reflected from drying dew-dropped blades of tall buffalo grass as it swayed gently under the August breeze. Rock Creek gurgled below, while a graceful willow tree bent its branches and gathered water on its leaves, then sprang back and threw droplets through the air in a prism of sparkling color. Late summer ushered in various shades of deep, dusty greens and early fall crimsons against a blue sky speckled with clumps of fluffy clouds. Below the hill where Luc and Lindsay stood, the sturdy structure of the new home stood silent and undaunted. A flock of pale-bellied swallows swooped and dived at the rooftop in preparation for their fall migration. The points of their wings playfully dodged one another. Their happy song rhymed with the quiet whispers from the stand of newly planted spruce trees to the south of the home.




  “It isn’t as big as I wanted it to be, but it will do. And, if you want, we can add on to the back when the children start coming.” Luc pointed as he spoke. “I know you would have liked a larger home closer to town, but...”




  “It’s perfect, Luc!” Lindsay said as tears formed in her brown eyes. How could it not be? Tall trees stood protectively against the hill. The creek fortressed the property line below. The windbreak, consisting of smaller spruce trees Luc planted the previous spring, would someday grow to shelter the north side of the house from harsh winter winds. A majestic front porch stretched across the width of the home and glanced down on the likes of the Garden of Eden. Lindsay imagined sitting with Luc on that porch sipping hot tea in the late fall and watching the oak, willow, and birch trees change from emerald to red to golden and silver right before them. She imagined the tiny pattering of baby feet learning to crawl across the sanded tongue and groove and taking their first steps down the welcoming stoop to the lush grass in the front yard. “Can I see the inside?” she pleaded excitedly as she started down the gully.




  Luc smiled.




  “Come on, darling! What are you waiting for?” Lindsay spoke from yards away. Her sweet voice echoed lightly in the summer breeze. She could tell he was happy and couldn’t wait to show her his finished handiwork. He’d talked all summer about finishing the house. Why is he taking so long to catch up?




  Luc stalled, “I was just thinking about your pa. You suppose he’s going to allow us to marry? I mean, maybe he has another suitor in mind. Maybe he...”




  Lindsay cut him off when he caught up to her at the door, “Don’t be ridiculous! Pa loves you almost as much as I do. He isn’t going to object. Now, let’s go in. I want to see what you’ve done to the place.”




  “I’m a farmer, Lindsay. There are plenty of other men in General who would make a more suitable living than what I will here. Ernie Atkins works at the sawmill for two dollars a day. Maybe Travis would be happier if...”




  Without a word, Lindsay wrapped her arms around Luc’s torso and reached up to kiss him. Her hands flit lightly to his shoulders and graced his neck, so possessive it left no room for argument as to where her favors lay. Instinctively, her body melted against his taller figure, her finer, feminine points met with his masculine ones, and her body moved against his erotically. She moaned as she felt him reciprocate, then broke from him quickly when she felt the heat of her action rise from below. “I can’t imagine doing that with Awful Ernie. I can’t imagine doing that with anyone but you, Luc,” she began breathlessly, “but if you’d rather I gave myself to someone else...” Her words teased Luc, but her eyes burned seriously.




  Before she could finish, Luc captured her back into his arms. “I’d rather have you all to myself right now.”




  His skin held the fresh scent of outdoors and crisp, ironed linen and all Lindsay wanted to do was kiss him, but in the eyes of God, making love before marriage was a sin. At least that’s what Pastor Murphy said during Sunday mass. Lindsay ignored the rules and leaned into him. It was improper, but it shouldn’t have been. Nothing that felt this good should be considered wrong.




  His touch was sweet as fresh honeycomb from a hollowed tree. Lindsay was lost in the feel of his lips as they dived to hers, searching for gratification. She felt the wind whisper through her loosened hair as she stood in the door of the house she and Luc would occupy together after their marriage and a tremulous feeling of stability and safety washed over her. If Luc wanted her at that moment, she would have no problem making love with him. Of course, he would have to show her what to do next. Beyond kissing, or the tender pressure of his hand against her breast, Lindsay was without a clue. She knew Luc, on the other hand, had been downtown to Sadie’s Saloon. Those girls were well versed in the art of lovemaking.




  “Luc,” she began, “I...I...”




  “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.” His voice crackled as he spoke.




  Lindsay’s smile betrayed her feelings. She hoped he didn’t take her hesitation as a last act to stop him from making love to her. “Neither of us should. But I want to, if you do. It’s just that, well, I’m not sure what comes next. I mean, I’ve heard, but I’ve never...I’ve never been with a man.” Her cheeks flamed from embarrassment. She should have paid more attention to the schoolyard talk when she was growing up and chastised herself for not doing so. Had she listened to the boys when they bragged of their first sexual experiences, she would know the proper ways to entice a man into bed. At the time, their antics seemed so silly and childish. What she wouldn’t give to go back and learn from their vulgar descriptions.




  “Maybe we should wait until after the wedding. I know your ma probably hasn’t told you about what happens after we’re married and it isn’t proper to do this beforehand,” Luc replied.




  Disheartened, Lindsay said, “We should.” She turned from him and sighed. “It’s just that I really see no point in waiting for a month or two. After all, I’d hate to have you tramping downtown to one of Sadie’s girls so soon before we’re married when you could teach me so much in the meantime. And no one would be the wiser.” She tried not to let her jealousy shine through when she thought of her Luc being satisfied by other women. She tried not to sound too eager or too willing either. Maybe her willingness toward premarital relations would put him off.




  Luc approached from behind and set his hands on the delicate curve of her shoulder. “It’s proper to wait for...”




  “I don’t want to wait to love you, Luc.” She was in his arms again and she liked the feeling of power it gave her. She liked the heady dizziness that overcame her when his lips touched hers. She enjoyed the heated feeling his wide, work-worn hands left on the softness of her breasts and she desired the shadowed feeling that shaded the light in her eyes when his broad shoulders drove over her. She liked those misty tinglings, and she wanted more. She wanted to feel so much a part of Luc, she felt one with him, and she knew there was only one way to completely feel that.




  Lindsay urged his hands to her breasts and arched into his erotic hardness. She felt his body relinquish its control as her tongue mingled in rhythm with his. She felt his balance waver as her body launched and burned against his taller form.




  “This isn’t a good idea, darling. We should go home,” he admitted.




  Lindsay’s heated reply flew between her kisses, “We are home and I’ve waited for you for so long already. Please don’t make me wait any longer.” Her instinct forced a sensual groan as her pelvis pressed against his.




  Before either of them had a chance to think, Lindsay stood, half-dressed, at the foot of his bed. Before the pendulum on the regulator could swing more than a minute’s worth, her slim, young essence stretched over the length of the double bed; her pale, soft skin a dramatic contrast to the scratchy, quilted bedspread. Before the chirping robin took flight from the ledge on the bedroom windowsill, Lindsay slid between the two crisp, white sheets and assertively pulled back the other side for Luc to join her. “Luc, you’ll have to teach me.” She shivered as she waited for him to crawl under the covers. “You know more about this than I do.”




  “Trust me,” he began as he smiled into her dark eyes and climbed into bed. “You know plenty.” His hands ran up the length of her arm and felt the goose bumps there. “Are you cold?”




  Lindsay let the feel of his hands move over her as she slid closer. “How can I be cold? You are my fire.”




  “And you are mine,” he replied as his face disappeared under the blankets in search of her ultimate sweetness.




  Before she had a chance to speak again, Luc dived beneath the covers and rested between her legs. There he stayed, tasting and feeling until her body tensed and fluidly arched under the climax of her release. Slowly, she felt his tickled kiss as he edged his way up the length of her and smiled into her eyes when he saw daylight.




  “Are you all right?” he asked.




  Lindsay managed a nod.




  Luc reached below the covers and angled his body between her legs. “I’m going to put myself inside you. The ladies at Sadie’s say the first time can be a bit painful.”




  “Do they enjoy what you just did to me as much as I did?” she questioned. Her voice was clouded from passion, yet innocence remained.




  “I suppose,” Luc smiled, ready for another taste of his love, “but I never had this much fun with them.”




  Lindsay gasped as Luc slowly glided into her. Her eyes closed shut as she felt him pulse and her hands gripped into little fists. It was painful. Not in the way a fall hurts, but in a stretching way, like when a string was tied around cheesecloth. Only this hurt was inside her and after a minute, the pain changed to pleasure and the enjoyment to ecstasy as she felt Luc rise and fall faster and deeper. Under his guidance, her hips moved in unison with his and the stretchy feeling became heated and lusty. Her thoughts fogged and the more rapidly Luc pumped, the harder she tried to thrust opposite him, leaving only the sound of movement, along with the creaking of the bedsprings in the silence of their bedroom until all at once, she felt the rumble of his groan as he grabbed her and held her tight against his sweated figure. She felt him dive deeper into her and felt icy hot pleasure burn to her soul as her legs instinctively wrapped around his waist.




  After a quiet moment, Luc reached up and brushed her hair from her forehead. Breathlessly, he commented, “I hope I didn’t hurt you.”




  “How can this be painful?” she questioned with a shy smile on her face as she stared into his hazy blue eyes. How could such pleasure be considered a sin by the church? “Are you all right? You’re sweating, a lot.”




  “Trust me, darling.” Luc smiled back. “I have never been better.”




  Late morning turned slowly and lazily to early afternoon as the two lovers entwined in gratified rapture. Birds sailed above the wooded rooftop of the Fricke home. Late summer breezes drifted in and out of the open window. The trees outside stooped majestically over bubbling Rock Creek, shading the moss-covered pebbles and slick, colorful fish from the overly warm rays of the bright afternoon sun.




  When the clock on the wall chimed three, Luc startled awake. “Lindsay! Honey, it’s three.” He caressed her cheek and she turned sleepily in his arms. He rose on one elbow over her.




  “I don’t care what time it is.” She smiled up at him when she saw the flagrant love in his eyes. Her hand reached to stroke his stubbled face. “I could stay here forever!”




  Luc didn’t disagree. “What would your parents say?”




  “I suppose they’d say it was about time!”




  “And they will,” Luc smiled, “but only after we’re married. Now, I’m afraid, they’d think I was taking liberties I shouldn’t.”




  “If you don’t mind, I’d rather think of it as us taking liberties with each other.” A bit of worry crept into her tone when she thought she didn’t satisfy Luc as much as he filled her need. She didn’t hold the experience any of Sadie’s girls did. Maybe she didn’t perform properly. “Did I...was I...”




  Luc rolled toward her, kissed her gently on the lips, and smiled. “You could not have satisfied me more if you wanted to. But I don’t want your pa to shoot me. Get dressed and we’ll go home. Then I’ll ask your pa for your hand and we can be married by the end of the month. After that, no one will care how long I keep you in our bed.”




  Lindsay knew Luc worried. They weren’t married yet and if anyone found out they were intimate, Lindsay’s reputation would be ruined. If Pa found out they were intimate before the wedding, Luc might lose the very parts of his body he needed to satisfy a wife.




  * * * *




  The aroma of fresh-baked rye bread drifted through the early evening breeze. The kerosene lamp, with its ornate glass base, flickered from the center of the heavy oak table. Steam rolled from the spout of the enamel coffee pot as Lindsay poured fresh brewed coffee into four cups. Hot swirls of vapor floated into the air and slowly disappeared.




  “Taste’s awfully good, ma’am.” Luc smiled at Aggie as he took another spoonful of mashed potatoes from the stoneware bowl as it passed.




  “Fishing really works up an appetite.” Travis’ dark eyes concentrated their gaze across the supper table toward Luc. He watched Luc Fricke watch Lindsay and a deep growl formed below his breastbone. He held its heat inside and tried to remember what it was like to be young and tangled in new love. Not that he didn’t love Aggie, even after all these years, he did. She was his soul! She was his partner and he couldn’t imagine his life without her, but he didn’t exactly like the thought of Luc thinking of one of his children in the same way he thought about Aggie. Travis felt a sharp kick to his ankle under the table and he quickly paid attention to his wife. “What?” Travis asked innocently.




  “Why don’t you men go out and have a cigar on the porch while Lindsay and I clear the table?” Aggie started.




  “I’m not finished with my supper yet!” Travis protested mildly. He caught the knowing glare in the glance Aggie shot toward him.




  Without a word, Travis pouted and stood. “Luc?”




  Luc looked at his fresh plate of potatoes and then at Lindsay. He directed his comment quickly to her father and obeyed. “Sure. A perfect end to a delicious meal.”




  Lindsay raised her eyebrows at Luc as he stood and his chair scratched across the polished wood of the floor. She caught the confident smile that gleamed from the blue of his eyes and she smiled back. “Would you like to take your coffee with you?”




  “Please,” he said aloud and took the cup from her. His hand lingered on hers only a second before he started away. “Travis?” he asked.




  “Yes, grab mine too,” Travis replied, trying to figure out why Aggie was so insistent in shooing them outside in such a hurry. He knew Luc wanted to ask him something and he just about figured what question it was. He didn’t know why Aggie wanted to rush into things. Good God! The girl was only eighteen! What was the rush to move her off to her own life?




  * * * *




  The screen door banged loud on the frame as it closed behind the two men and Lindsay gritted her teeth. She would hear one of two different kinds of ruckus in the next few minutes. Her pa would either throw a fit and tell Luc that he wasn’t suitable, or Luc would receive a blessing and laughter would follow. Lindsay hoped for the blessing.




  “It’s going to be fine, honey. Your pa likes Luc,” Aggie whispered and reached across the table to pat her stepdaughter’s hand. “Everything will work out.”




  Still, Lindsay’s brow knit together and her breath arrested in her lungs as she waited for the sounds of Luc’s fear while he ran screaming for his life off the front porch and down the drive.




  * * * *




  Outside, Travis lit his cigar and puffed, then nonchalantly offered Luc a fresh match to accompany his cigar. “How’s the house coming along? Got the water running yet?”




  “Yes, sir. Plumbing’s in. There’s even room for one of those newfangled toilets when I can afford one. I’ve been living there for a week now and it’s a mighty nice place, if I do say so myself.” Luc’s pride in his work couldn’t be disguised.




  “Good,” Travis replied between puffs.




  “I took Lindsay to see it today...” If Travis knew they were in the house alone together it would lead to questions. “Then we went fishing.”




  “Not a good day for fishing, was it?” Travis asked, knowing no fish were caught because no fishing was done. At least, not the kind of fish a man could catch in Rock Creek.




  “Nope,” Luc stuttered. “Too hot.”




  “Suppose so,” Travis said with an angry crease between his eyes.




  “Sir,” Luc began as he looked across the yard and down to the edge of the creek, “I was hoping to marry your daughter.”




  “I suppose that would be best,” Travis said, straight-faced. When Luc and Lindsay came back from the new house that afternoon, Travis noticed the small, reddish mark on Luc’s neck. He remembered exactly how a young man got a mark the likes of that one.




  Luc was a smart young man. He might as well cut to the chase and blurt his question out nice and quick, and then he wouldn’t have to elaborate on the fishing any further.




  “I suppose we ought to go and make sure it’s all right with her ma.” Travis turned toward the house. “I’m sure Aggie will be as happy to have you for a son as I am.”




  “Thank you, Travis,” Luc smiled excitedly.




  “Thank me by taking care of my heart,” Travis replied over his shoulder.




  “I love her, sir. I’d die for her.” Luc’s passion confirmed his words.




  Travis nodded. “I’m sure you would.” He paused and faced his future son-in-law, “Next time, make sure to hide those.” He motioned to the love bite on Luc’s neck.




  Luc blushed. “I...I...”




  “What? Don’t you think I was young once? Let’s go to town to celebrate your engagement while the women make wedding plans.” Travis patted Luc on the back, opened the door, and hollered, “Aggie, my love, your future son-in-law and I are going to town to celebrate.”




  Luc rushed past Travis through the door and gathered Lindsay in his arms. He planted a kiss on her cheek and smiled. “Hope you got that dress ready!”




  “It’s ready.” Lindsay smiled. “Thank you, Pa!”




  “Why don’t you two love birds save it for after the wedding?” Travis replied, politely withholding his from-now-on-comment. “Come on, Luc, let’s go make our announcement.”




  * * * *




  It was noisy in Sadie’s for a Wednesday night. Customers robustly chatted over frothy mugs of beer. A twangy tune with a familiar melody floated above the crowd as the player piano ran over its reel, the black and white keys magically shifted with the song. Sadie’s girls smiled at the customers, their dresses awash with brilliant color. A group of scraggly bearded men sat playing poker around a large round table in the corner and tossed gold coins into the kitty. All silent, they speculated over which one of them had the best hand.




  “What brings you two out on a fine eve such as this?” Reverend Murphy said as he greeted Travis and Luc when they neared a half-full table and sat down.




  Luc smiled. “Partly you, Reverend.”




  “Yep,” Travis added, “seems my eldest daughter has taken a liking to this hooligan. We’ll need you to officiate a wedding.”




  Patrick raised his mug in joy. “Congratulations, my boy. A fine pair you two make. I knew it from the start! And in what season are you planning the wedding?”




  Luc looked to Travis and then back to Patrick with a smile on his face. “By the end of the month, Reverend.” He caught the shocked expression from both men and then quickly stuttered, “Or the next, if that’s all right.”




  “That’s two weeks!” Travis realized with a wondering scowl. How many fish did the boy catch that afternoon? Getting married too early would definitely cause people to speculate as to why. On the other hand, when did he ever care what people thought?




  “Ahhh! The young ones nowadays are always in a hurry. I seem to remember another young man about the age of this one who also felt the need to rush, don’t you, Travis?” Patrick’s grin told Travis everything would work out fine.




  Without a word, Travis nodded and his grimace turned to a smile. “Yes, I do, Patrick.”




  “The end of the month it is!” Reverend Murphy replied happily, the Irish in his voice evident. “I’m thinking there’s an open Saturday in the church the week after next. Now, how about a fine cup of ale to celebrate? Sadie! A round for the groom and the rest of my good people here!”




  Friendly cheers rose up and met the rafters when the customers realized Luc was engaged to Lindsay. People wandered past congratulating both Luc and Travis. Even Ernie Atkins paraded by with a sweaty handshake and a pasted smile as he and his friend Rubin exited.




  * * * *




  “I guess the best man won that one, hey, Ernie?” Rubin said as he and Ernie left the animated bar and strode down the wooden sidewalk.




  Ernie grunted and a sly, evil smirk paled his face. Fricke might have the blessing of Travis Pass, and Lindsay’s promise, but the wedding was two weeks away. There was plenty of time to change all that. “I guess we’ll just see,” he vowed. “Let’s go back to my place where there ain’t so much commotion.” Until the announcement, Ernie was set to rustle up some female companionship at Sadie’s. The talk of wedding plans turned his stomach and all he could think of was plotting revenge. He had two weeks to change Lindsay’s mind! That was it.




  Chapter 5




  With her shoes in one hand, Lindsay hiked up her pale yellow skirt and waded in the cool water of the creek. The moss-covered rocks under her toes tickled and the breeze whisked tendrils of her dark hair haphazardly in front of her eyes. The late afternoon sun gleamed through branches and warmed her shoulders. The creek bed was alive with quiet solitude amid the unstated rustle of the leaves and the babble of the water, and Lindsay was glad for the break in all the wedding planning excitement. In a week, the ceremony would take place and she could go back to doing regular, everyday things in her normal life. Of course, then she would have her own home to do them in. The thought thrilled her and she skipped in the water causing splashes to douse the hem of her skirt.




  She found a large boulder at the edge of the stream, set her shoes aside, and sat down to wring her dress out. Perhaps it would dry before she got to Luc’s house, to her house. Perhaps she would have to take her dress off there and dry it on the clothesline and if Luc was there, maybe he would help her undress. She shivered at that thought and realized it had been a week since the first time they made love. It was also the last time they made love and she felt the urge to have him near her in that way again. Since they were now officially betrothed and set to marry so soon, did they have to wait until afterwards?




  “Seems a shame to waste a nice day like this drying yer dress on a rock,” his voice slurred from across the water.




  Lindsay jumped when she heard it and looked to its direction. “Oh, Ernie! You startled me.” A tinge of fear crept over her and she brushed it aside. What did she have to fear anyway? Ernie probably meant no harm. He’d always vied for her attention, and he’d ever been the competitive type, but she tried to convince herself that he never meant to be mean-spirited.




  Ernie took the short distance to her rock. “Heard you and that skinny farmer were getting’ married.” He drained the last swig of amber liquid from the bottle he carried and dropped the empty glass to the ground. Its weight made a hollow thump against the mud-imbedded rocks and came to rest near the water’s edge. He stumbled toward Lindsay and fingered the damp hem of her dress.




  Lindsay ignored the look in Ernie’s eyes that told her he wondered what her dress would look like on a pile on the ground. Instead, she spoke pleasantries. “Yes, Ernie,” Lindsay moved her dress out of his reach and tucked it around her as casually as possible, “next Saturday. I do believe you’re invited.” She didn’t know if he was invited to the ceremony or not, but it was probably true. All of General was invited. Travis and Aggie made sure everyone in town was so there would be no assumed gossip as to why the wedding was arranged so quickly.




  Ernie stumbled and leaned over the rock. “Saturday? So, ya still have time to change yer mind.” His words ran together under his half-drunken stupor.




  Lindsay shook her head. “I don’t think that will happen. Luc and I are...”




  “Luc and you! Luc ain’t half the man ya need. That farmer ain’t going to be able to satisfy ya in the ways ya need. Wouldn’t ya rather have a man who’s been around—one who knows the ways of pleasin’ a woman?” His finger trailed nearer and nearer her bare ankle.




  Though the air was abundantly fresh around her, the strong stench of whiskey on Ernie’s breath made Lindsay gasp. His words frightened her. She abandoned her idea to dry her skirt and scooted to the edge of the boulder in search of her shoes. “Well,” she began as composed as she could, “Luc and I do hope to see you next week. I need to be on my way. I swear,” she continued to busy herself as she spoke in an effort to use her prattle as distraction, “there is just so much planning to do before a wedding.” Ernie was dangerously drunk and the way he leered at her made her jumpy. The way he fingered her dress, and the implications he made about satisfying her, made her want to run away fast. But, if she ran fast, he might run after her. Her best bet, she thought, would be to stay as calm as possible and pretend their conversation was just another out of the many they’d ever had.




  “Aw, Lindsay! Don’t be runnin’ off.” Ernie stooped and quickly snatched her shoes. “Fricke ain’t going to know if ya give me a little kiss. I won’t tell.”




  As Ernie spoke, his companion, Rubin, came from behind and smiled. His rotten, toothy smirk seemed to make the wind howl. His bug-eyed gawk stopped the stream from flowing and caused the trees to still in notice.




  Lindsay’s defenses flew up as she watched the pair of men. She was alone in the wilderness, over a mile from her parent’s home and nearly two from Luc’s. Both men were volatile. Both were intoxicated. Both outweighed her and each man had the ability to be incredibly dangerous. With no one around, she felt anything but secure! She knew she had to get away from them before they tried something terrible. If she ran, could she make it to a safe haven? She knew the area well enough. She knew every bend of the stream and every ravine in the hills. She didn’t know, though, if she could outrun two men. She suspected Ernie and Rubin were up to no good and she didn’t want to be caught in their trap. She tried to sound calm as she lied. “Really! I can’t imagine what’s taking Luc. He said he’d be right back. I’m sure, if you’d like to wait here with me, he’d be happy to see you.” Maybe her lie would trick them.




  “Luc? I’ve been watching ya for an hour. Before that, we were downtown and Luc said he had some fencing at his pa’s to do this afternoon. He ain’t nowhere ’round. It’s just you and me, Lindsay.”




  “And Rubin,” Lindsay added, hoping to appeal to Ernie’s sense of decency. Not that he had any! With a bystander about, maybe Ernie would be less apt to do whatever his evil mind was planning.




  Rubin smirked and a trickle of tobacco-stained drool crept out the corner of his mouth. He reached with his left arm and wiped the spit on his shirtsleeve.




  The heat from the sun, which was usually bearable, suddenly turned hellish and Lindsay’s heart pounded. Ernie was not convinced Luc would come. His steps grew closer and bile rose in Lindsay’s throat. “Ernie, I’m engaged! I just can’t be seen with other men.” She turned to run.




  “She just can’t be seen with other men,” Rubin jeered, then gave a snide laugh.




  Lindsay felt her heart jump.




  “See, me and Ernie here think ya shouldn’t be marrying Fricke in the first place. In the second place, a girl like ya ain’t fit to marry no man. With your background and all, being as yer ma was a whore, we think it’s right proper for ya to follow in her footsteps and we’re just the boys to show ya how.” Rubin’s evilness and lack of ability to handle his liquor showed when he spoke.




  “Rubin,” Ernie sneered, “I think it’s time to show the lady what she’d be missin’ if she married that good-for-nothing Fricke.”




  Panic-stricken, Lindsay turned and ran. Her bare feet pounded against the muddied banks of the stream and her dress became heavy with water as it dangled. A sharp, hot pain seared in her side and her breath came short and labored. Run! Run! Run! her feet pounded out as they maneuvered over thick bramble and spiny weeds. Run! Run! Run! her muscles protested as she hurdled over stands of fallen branches. She ran until she felt she could run no more. She scurried on until she heard Rubin’s voice holler distantly behind her, “Ernie! She’s too far ahead! I’m goin’ home!” She kept on going until the sound of Ernie’s boots fell away. She only stopped when she knew she was safely away from them.




  Lindsay sat on a dry, wooden log and took a deep breath. It burned in her lungs and equaled the pain in her sides. The forest around her hushed at her intrusion and she shook from chill, despite the heat her body put off from exertion. Her bare feet ached with cuts from fallen twigs and loose bramble that littered the streamside. She had to calm herself. She had to stop and think. She had to get her bearings so she could decide where to go next.




  After a minute or two, Lindsay gathered herself together enough to scan the area. By her view, she knew she’d run nearly halfway to Luc’s. She listened intently. Only the sounds of lazy frogs from the edge of the stream and chirping birds from the treetops invaded her fear. There was no sound of Ernie or his tormenting accomplice and Lindsay breathed a sigh of relief. Thank God! She summoned up the courage to finish the trek to Luc’s. From there, he would take her home.




  “Thought ya’d get away from us? Stupid girl!” Ernie’s cruel voice echoed as he grabbed Lindsay’s arm and threw her to the ground. Her body jerked with a thud as it hit and Ernie smiled.




  From his stance not far from Ernie, Rubin laughed. His laughter absorbed into the deep thickness of the surrounding forest.




  Lindsay felt a wet welt form on the back of her head where it connected with a small rock when she fell and she reached to rub the bump there. “What do you want with me?” She knew Ernie was angry because he had to chase her almost a mile. After he flung her to the ground to boost his injured ego, Lindsay wondered if she would have fared better fighting it out with him by the stream.




  Squinty, glazed eyes answered her before he said, “What do ya suppose we want? Ya were born in a brothel. Yer ma raised ya in the bar where she worked. It wasn’t until she died that ya came here. I figure ya pretty much seen all the tricks. Me and Rubin here want to see what ya know.”




  “Ernie, I’m engaged to be married,” she pleaded as she tried to get up and run again. Her eyes held a poor focus and she blinked back scorching tears of horror.




  Rubin caught her by the arm and held her tight against him. “Fricke ain’t gonna want a used woman. Ya might as well admit ya ain’t as prim and proper as ole’ Travis and Aggie try to push ya off as. Now, stop fidgetin’. It’d be better for all of us if ya don’t fight.”




  “Luc will kill you.” Lindsay knew the fear in her voice showed when she realized her efforts to get free were futile. Her breath came in short gasps and she let the fear rise past the pit of her stomach. She didn’t care that it showed all she cared about was getting away to Luc’s house. She knew Luc would kill them both when she told him what they tried to do!




  “When I’m done with ya, ya ain’t goin’ to care what Luc Fricke thinks or don’t.” Ernie’s motions were liquid poison as he forcefully ripped the yellow fabric of her dress from her torso.




  “Why do ya get to go first?” Rubin scowled.




  Lindsay struggled to refasten her top as Ernie pulled more and slapped her cheek hard. “Let me go! Let me go, Ernie, and I won’t tell Luc or my parents. Please, Ernie! Let me go!”




  “Shut up, whore! I ain’t lettin’ ya go until I’ve got my fill of ya and then, if ya know what’s good for ya, ya won’t say a word to anybody.” He forced her to the ground again and wrestled himself between her legs.




  With a free arm, Lindsay landed a powerful blow to Ernie’s jaw and his lip started bleeding.




  “Damn!” Ernie swore. “Hold her hands, Rube. The little bitch busted my lip!” He held her legs apart with one hand and his other reached out and slapped her again.




  “If ya ain’t careful, she’s gonna bust more than that.” Rubin laughed ignorantly. “If ya’d le’ me go first, I’d take care o’ that!”




  The force of the slap made hot tears come to Lindsay’s eyes. “Please! Don’t do this,” she pleaded. Then, from some primordial origin inside, she managed a scream.
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