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Dear Reader,




This is the second novel in a miniseries set in the Texas Hill Country town of Testament Creek in 1875. 

This is Grace's story.

The series is about three Kansas City women who inherit an equal share in a ranch. Through the course of the novels all three of the women shows their unique strengths as they work together to build their new lives. 

And, of course, each of them finds love along the way. 

I hope you enjoy the series.




MAYA







Whosoever shall receive one of such children in my name, receiveth me: and whosoever shall receive me, receiveth not me, but him that sent me.

Mark 9:37


CHAPTER ONE 







September 1875




TESTAMENT CREEK, TEXAS







"Slow down, Tyler," Grace Murray called out to the sheriff of Testament Creek. The man for whom her love was growing day by day.

Sheriff Tyler Smith didn't even turn his head to look back at her. He was speeding away from her on his dark, bay horse. The hooves of the horse's white-socked legs thundered on the hard earth as Tyler rode toward the top of the crested ridge. 

Grace had accepted his challenge to see who could get to the top first. But Tyler had raced off so quickly she hadn't been able to react. Now she could see how much winning the challenge meant to Tyler. He was fifty yards ahead of her. She smiled and shook her head. In the few months since she'd known Tyler, she'd learned how competitive he could be.

Grace knew she had no chance of catching up with Tyler. She'd only learned to ride a horse properly during the summer just passed. Tyler, unlike Grace, was a native of Texas, and had been riding all his life.  

Slowing slightly, Grace gazed across the beautiful Texas Hill Country landscape. Rolling hills, green with occasional bare patches of  ochre-colored earth. The beautiful, sumptuous greenery was like a delicate covering laid by careful hands across the hard Texas land. Distant, low-lying hills were forested and a river snaked its way southward. The cloudless sky shimmered, a bright azure blue that made her eyes narrow. Fields matched the sky as swathes of bluebonnet flowers graced the land with their beauty.

It was September and the days were getting shorter. As she tried to encourage her pinto to keep up with Tyler, the cool and sweet afternoon air brushed against her skin. 

Grace dragged in a deep breath, inhaling the scent of nearby flowers. The aroma delighted her senses. She felt a familiar joy sweep through her body. This was her home, she told herself. It had been since she and her two companions, Prudence and Hope, had inherited the Circle T ranch. Like Grace, they were both from Kansas City. And, like Grace, they were still learning what it meant to live in Texas.

Of course, one of the trio had made sure she would remain living in Texas. Prudence had married ranch foreman Cal Logan during the summer. They were both living in a cabin which Cal and some of the ranch hands had built on the land of the Circle T. Judging by Prudence's joyful demeanor, marriage had brought delight into her life.

"Come on," Tyler called out from the top of the ridge. He'd reached the crest moments ago and was gazing down at Grace as she encouraged her mount, who she called Lily, to try and get up the hill.

Finally she reached the crest of the ridge and reined up alongside Tyler. "You didn't give me a chance," she complained.

Tyler smiled broadly. "Of course I did. You've been riding long enough now." He lifted a brow and shook his head. "I thought you'd at least make it a race."

Grace knew he was teasing her. These days, Tyler didn't miss a chance to do that. She knew they were still getting to know one another. She and the handsome young sheriff were just good friends. Even if Hope and Prudence kept trying to convince Grace that the truth was something different. 

Grace puffed. "Just you wait until the next time," she told him. "Then I'll show you."

"I look forward to that," Tyler laughed. He ran a hand through his dark hair and twisted his broad-shouldered body in the saddle. Gazing out across the wide valley he sighed. "I'm glad we came," he said. "It'll be the fall soon."

Grace sighed quietly. "Its been quite a summer."

Tyler turned and gazed at her. Grace felt a familiar warmth in her middle. Tyler's dark gaze could do that to her. "It sure has," he agreed. "Did you ever think you'd end up in Texas, owning and running a ranch?"

Grace shook her head. "It's been like a dream. Never mind what happened with Largo. That was bad enough. Crazy, really."

Tyler looked serious for a moment. He nodded. "Largo will be sitting in jail for years to come," Tyler reminded her. 

Grace nodded. Rafael Largo had been the owner of a neighboring ranch. When she and her two friends had taken possession of the ranch during the summer, Largo had done everything he could to make their lives difficult. He'd had his own reasons for wanting to claim the ranch. But everything had worked out in the end. They'd survived everything Largo had thrown at them. Largo had been arrested when he'd gone too far and threatened the lives of her, Prudence and Hope.

"Hopefully we can move on. Now that justice has been served," Grace said.

Tyler drew his horse closer to Grace. "You're all safe now," he murmured. Grace ran her eyes across Tyler's even features. The corner of his mouth creased with the hint of a smile. His dark gaze triggered a wave of heat that raced across her face. 

"Thanks to you," she said.

"And a few other helpful folks. Like the judge and the marshal," he said.

"It got you promoted to being sheriff," Grace reminded Tyler.

Tyler tilted his head. Grace knew he was modest by nature. "I'm still working on justifying the judge's faith in me."

"I think you're doing a pretty good job," she told him firmly. He'd been busy these last few months. Although the little town of Testament Creek wasn't exactly a hive of criminal activity, Tyler still had his hands full dealing with troublemakers of various kinds. Even a godly town like Testament Creek had its problems, from time to time.

Grace peered across the valley. She could see the border fence of the ranch. The line of fence ran across the top of the hill. Beyond that there was a forested area. The train line ran through a cutting in the forest.

She glanced at Tyler. "I'll race you again," she said eagerly.

Tyler's dark eyes brightened immediately. But, before he had a chance to say another word, she kicked her heels into the side of her horse. Her pinto lurched forward and started down the hill. Grace laughed when she heard Tyler's voice raised high with objection.

This time, she was the one with the head start, she told herself as her horse thundered across the flat, grass-covered floor of the valley. Grace knew Tyler would be racing after her, but she didn't look back.

The wind swept through her loose blonde hair. She gripped the reins tightly and leaned forward. The pinto was galloping now. Grace felt the steady, rhythmic movement of the animal beneath her. A few weeks ago, riding this fast would have been unthinkable. But Prudence's husband, Cal, had been a fine instructor. He'd encouraged her to build on her skills gradually. His priority had been her safety, he'd told her repeatedly. 

The pinto's hooves beat noisily on the earth. Grace was halfway across the valley floor when she finally gave in to the temptation to glance back. She laughed when she saw that Tyler was closing fast. Digging her heels into the pinto's side, she leaned forward as the animal picked up speed.

She reached the other side of the valley and started up the steep slope. The pinto slowed. But the animal was strong. Cal had picked the pinto out for Grace. It had been a good choice. The horse was even-tempered and strong. 

She was yards away from the summit of the hillside when she heard the pounding of Tyler's horse close behind. Determined to win this race, Grace strained forward, willing the horse to make it to the top.

Then, with one final push, the pinto reached the summit of the hill. Grace's delighted shriek echoed out across the valley. She turned and watched as Tyler rode to the top, barely a few yards behind her.

"Beat you!" Grace declared, slightly out of breath.

Tyler reined up and halted alongside her. He smiled at Grace. "Looks like we're even," he announced.

Grace felt a joyous sense of aliveness. Every time she came out for rides on the ranch with Tyler, she enjoyed herself more and more. She and Tyler had forged a strong bond together. A friendship. Even as she told herself that, Grace knew that she and Tyler were more than just friends. But, right now, she didn't want to think about where that might lead.

She saw Tyler's brows narrow as he peered past her shoulder. He was looking down into the tree covering on the other side of the Circle T border fence. "That's odd," he said thoughtfully.

"What is it?" Grace asked. She heard a loud blast of what sounded like steam from a train. Turning her head, she followed Tyler's gaze and saw a startling sight through the thin covering of trees. A train had halted on the tracks down below. There were people wandering alongside the five carriages of the stationary train. Some people were leaning their heads out of the windows of the carriages.

"Something's wrong," Tyler said sharply. 

 She heard cries of alarm from some of the people wandering along the trackside. She saw a man jump down from the engine tender. He turned and shouted something back at another man who remained standing on the edge of the tender's steps. Grace couldn't hear their words, but they looked like they were arguing about something.

"Maybe the train's broken down," Grace suggested.

Tyler shook his head. "No. There's something else going on." He dismounted. "I'm going to have a look."

"I'll come with you," Grace said and got down off her horse.

Tyler's brows furrowed. For a moment, he looked like he was about to object. Grace peered at Tyler, waiting for him to speak. They'd had moments like this before. But recently Tyler had admitted to Grace that he figured she liked to have her way in things. He seemed to have accepted that Grace was strong-willed. Grace knew that there were times when that came across as being stubborn, but she was glad Tyler understood it was a part of her nature.

Tyler sighed and then nodded, "Okay. But stay close to me, right?"

Grace nodded.

Tyler tied the horses to the fence wire and then helped Grace through. They both made their way down through the trees. 

"This is the train from the coast," Tyler told Grace as they made their way down the steep hillside. "It's heading for Austin. I wonder why it had to stop."

Grace slipped and cried out, thinking she was about to take a tumble. She reached out a hand to grasp a nearby tree but Tyler seized her hand and held it tight. Grace met Tyler's concerned gaze and forced herself to smile. Tyler's touch had triggered a wave of sensation in her body. Just like those previous times during the last couple of months when he'd touched her accidentally. Like at the coffee shop; or at the town social they'd attended in August.

Tyler held onto her hand and started to lead Grace down the slope. They wound their way through the cluster of trees until they reached the train line. 

This close, Grace could see the chaos. The men and women wandering up and down alongside the train looked shocked. The women's eyes were wide with fear; the men's brows furrowed with what looked like indignation. Glancing up at the nearby carriage she saw worried looks on the faces of the people peering out at her.

Tyler released her hand. "I better go talk with the engineer. See what happened."

Grace nodded. "I'll speak to some of these folks."

Tyler nodded and headed along the trackside toward the engine which emitted a huge gush of steam. As she made her way alongside the train, Grace gazed up at the faces pressed against the carriage window. 

Two caught her attention. A boy and a girl, both blonde-haired and blue-eyed, watched Grace as she walked slowly along the sloping embankment. Grace held their gaze for a long moment, struck by the intensity in the children's eyes. They looked at Grace with a pleading expression. Grace guessed the children were no older than five or six years of age. Grace smiled at them tentatively. Abruptly, the children leaped away from the window and were lost to view. Grace considered the possibility that the children had been made uneasy by the puzzled way she'd looked at them.

Grace went to a nearby couple. Both were in their fifties and elegantly dressed. "What happened?" she asked the pale-faced woman.

The woman lifted a hand to the side of her face. "The train has been robbed."

"Robbed!" Grace exclaimed. Now she understood the fear she could see on people's faces.

The woman nodded. "A gang blocked the tracks. They took everything they could get their hands on. Even took a young woman with them."

Grace was shocked. An abduction and a robbery. She turned and saw Tyler begin talking with one of the train's engineers. She'd come out on this fine Saturday afternoon believing she and Tyler could share a pleasant time together.

Instead, it looked like she'd run right into a whole heap of trouble.


CHAPTER TWO







"There were six of them," the engineer whose name was Gabe explained to Tyler. He pointed along the tracks toward where a large tree trunk had been laid across the rails. "They blocked us, so we had to stop. Then they came down from the trees. All on horseback and firing guns."

"They knew what they were doing," Tyler admitted in a heavy voice. "Did you see their faces?"

Gabe wiped his forehead with a white cloth and shook his head. Tyler saw Gabe glancing at the silver star Tyler had pinned to his plaid shirt. "No, sheriff. They covered their faces with bandannas." 

"They went through the train yelling and screaming," another voice declared. "Scared the living daylights out of the women and children. I can tell you." Tyler glanced up at the cab. The other driver, just as portly and muscled-bound as Gabe, was standing there.

Tyler glanced down the length of the train. He saw Grace looking back at him. She was standing next to an older couple. Even from here he could see the concern on Grace's features. Grace was experienced in the law. She understood what had happened here. And she knew what Tyler would have to do.

"They robbed the passengers?" Tyler asked.

Gabe nodded. "Took what they could get. I heard some folks saying they lost jewels and money. Then they rode off." Gabe pointed. "They went south, back down the track."

"They took that woman," the other man announced. "The pretty lady."

Tyler squinted. For a moment, he wasn't sure he'd heard the man right. "Woman?"

Gabe grunted. "I heard one of the passengers say that one of the gang took a liking to the young woman. She was with two young children, too." Gabe scowled in obvious disgust. "They just took her. She was screaming and shouting. Even started begging for them to leave her behind. For the children. But those critters wanted her, and nothing was going to stop them." Gabe exchanged a weary look with the other engineer. "What's the world coming to, Lou, when a woman can't even travel on our trains?"

Lou sighed heavily. "You need to get her back, sheriff," he said.

Tyler's jaw tightened as he thought about the woman being abducted. "Don't you worry. I'll get her back," he said in a low voice.

"Are we gonna clear that tree off the track?" Lou asked Gabe.

Gabe peered at the log. It was huge and heavy looking. "We'll need some extra hands."

"I'll gather some of the men from the train. Then I'll give you some help." Tyler grinned at Gabe. "You need to be getting on your way."

"We sure appreciate you being here, sheriff," Lou said.

Tyler frowned. "I just wish I'd have gotten here a while sooner. Maybe I could have stopped them."

"You figuring on putting together a posse?" Lou asked.

Tyler nodded. "I'll do that when I get back to town. If the gang headed south west I might be able to pick up their trail. There's a man back in town who's good at that." He sighed. "We'll do our best to get them."

Tyler headed down the trackside. Up ahead, he saw Grace lifting herself up onto the steps of one of the carriages. She went inside and was lost to sight. He wondered what had prompted her to go inside. There must be some pretty unhappy folks inside that carriage, Tyler told himself.

Tyler questioned a few of the people standing trackside. They were all visibly shaken by the ordeal. They confirmed what Tyler had learned from the two engineers. There was an outlaw band around the Hill Country. Tyler knew he'd have to do something to put a stop to their activities. There was no way he was going to allow the trains to be held up. This was a busy line, leading all the way down to the coast.

Tyler finished his questioning and decided to go find Grace. He went inside the carriage and halted at the doorway. There were ten rows of wooden seats in the carriage. A few people had taken their seats again. One or two looked up at Tyler. There was curiosity in their eyes, especially when they saw his badge. Maybe they were wondering how the sheriff had made it to the train so soon after the raid, Tyler reflected.

Tyler heard Grace's voice coming from the back of the carriage. She was seated next to two young children. As Tyler made his way toward her, Grace looked up and saw him coming. Her brows furrowed and she shook her head, as if she didn't want him coming any nearer. Tyler halted and grasped the edge of a seat. Grace went back to talking quietly with the two children. It was clear she didn't want Tyler doing anything to interrupt her.

As a distraction, Tyler sat down next to a couple and started asking them questions. All the while he did that, he occasionally twisted his head around and glanced back at Grace. She was still talking with the children. Curiosity was building inside Tyler. He really wanted to know why Grace had taken such an interest in the children. And he also wondered if they were the ones the engineer had talked about.

After about five minutes, Grace stood, said something to the children, smiled at them and then headed straight for Tyler. He stood, watching her advance toward him. There was a familiar look on her face. One he'd seen plenty of times since they'd been stepping out together. It was the look Grace got when she was determined to do something. 

Tyler dragged in a deep breath. Grace looked mighty fine in her black riding pants, white blouse and brown boots. Grace Murray was a fine-looking woman, and no mistake, Tyler told himself. Seeing her blonde hair and pretty features never failed to warm Tyler's heart. Even when she looked like she was about to ask him to do something he might not like to do.

Tyler lifted his chin and smiled at Grace. "Something on your mind?"

Grace glanced over Tyler's shoulder and toward the carriage doorway. "Can we talk for a minute?"

Tyler followed Grace to the carriage entrance. Leaning back against the wood-paneled wall, Grace folded her arms and peered up at Tyler. "What's up?" Tyler asked.

Grace leaned to one side and peered along the length of the carriage as if she was checking that the children were still there. "Did you hear about that woman who got abducted?"

Tyler nodded. "The gang took her. For some reason or other. Don't worry. I'll get a posse together and we'll ride those outlaws down. We'll get her back. Why?"

"She was traveling with those two children," Grace told him.

Tyler's brows rose in a line. "She was?"

Grace nodded. "Uh huh." 

"Is she their mother?" Tyler asked.

Grace's brows furrowed. "It isn't that simple."

"What do you mean?"

Grace grabbed Tyler's arm and tugged him to one side. It was clear she didn't want anyone hearing what she was about to say. "She isn't their mother," Grace told him. "Jack and Katie are orphans. The woman, Miss Hardesty, was accompanying them out west so they can be adopted."

Tyler settled back against the wall and gasped. "Orphans?"

Grace nodded. "They were being sent to start a new life out west. And Miss Hardesty was responsible for making sure they arrived safely."

Tyler ran a hand through his hair. "And now she's the one that isn't safe."  

"Why do you think the outlaws took her?" Grace asked.

He shook his head. "I don't know." Tyler's mood darkened. He saw that Grace was waiting for him to say more, but he kept his lips shut tight. He didn't want to go into any more detail about why the outlaws might have taken a pretty woman. "At least we know we're dealing with no-goods. If they're willing to take an innocent woman like that."

Grace lifted a finger to her lips and shushed Tyler. "We need to think what we can do," she said.

"We do?" he asked, genuinely puzzled by what she'd said.

Grace nodded. "We can't just leave the children here on the train. Once the track is cleared, the children will be on their own. That can't be. They can't continue on the journey. They need to be returned to where they came from. Or at least until you can get Miss Hardesty back."

Tyler sighed. He knew Grace was right. Her legal-trained mind was usually quick. This time was no exception. Tyler only had thoughts for the crime which had been committed. But Grace was already thinking of the children and their immediate future.

"You think we should take them off the train?" Tyler asked.

Grace nodded. "It's the only thing we can do. There's no-one else we can trust to look after them." Grace glanced down the length of the carriage. He saw her brows furrow. She was a woman with deep reserves of compassion, Tyler told himself. And she had a strong sense of what was right and wrong.

"Won't there be some objections?" Tyler asked. "Some of the other passengers will know that the children were traveling with Miss Hardesty."

Grace looked up at Tyler. "You're the sheriff. Folks will understand you need to keep the children safe."

Tyler nodded. Grace was right. It was the only way they could ensure the safety of the children. "Do the children know about this?"

Grace shook her head. "We can explain it to them." She tugged on Tyler's shirt. "I think you should introduce yourself first, though."

Tyler nodded and followed Grace down the length of the carriage. Some passengers watched with visible curiosity as he and Grace sat down next to the two children. Tyler leaned against the back of the chair and remained standing. He smiled at Jack and Katie. 

He guessed they were both around five or six years old. Both were blonde-haired and blue-eyed and neatly dressed. Jack wore a dark traveling suit and Katie a blue, cotton gown. Katie played nervously with a straw bonnet.

Tyler's heart sank when he saw the look in the eyes of each of the children. 

Fear. Confusion. 

He glanced at Grace who nodded imperceptibly back at him. She was right, Tyler told himself. There was only one way to deal with this situation.

"I'm Sheriff Tyler Smith of Testament Creek, which is not too far from here," Tyler announced. "And you two must be Jack and Katie."

Both children nodded their heads. Jack's gaze settled on Tyler's silver badge. "Are you a real sheriff?" The boy's voice was bright with sudden curiosity.

Tyler touched the badge and nodded. "I sure am."

The boy's eyes widened. He looked visibly impressed. Maybe he hadn't met a sheriff before, Tyler reflected. "Did you catch the criminals?" Jack asked.

Tyler glanced quickly at Grace. "Not yet. But we will. You can take my word on that."

When she spoke, Katie's voice shook with emotion. "Miss Hardesty didn't want to leave us," she said.

Grace leaned closer to Katie and rested a reassuring hand on the little girl's arm. "I know she didn't, Katie. But sometimes things happen and we don't know why. The most important thing is that the sheriff is going to do his job real well." Grace smiled up at Tyler. "Isn't that right?"

Tyler nodded. Right now, he felt like choking up. He could see how much the recent events had affected the children. Grace had been right. There was no way the children could stay on this train. 

Tyler leaned down and smiled at them. "Me and Grace have an idea. What do you say to coming with us and visiting with Grace at her ranch?" Tyler saw Grace's brows lift, but he continued. "That is until Miss Hardesty returns. You'll like the ranch. It is real pretty. And there're horses and cattle."

Jack and Katie exchanged looks. They both paused for a while and then the little girl nodded. Jack turned to Tyler. "Okay."

Grace smiled at Tyler. He could see a hint of doubt behind her eyes. Maybe she'd have words to say to him later. But for now, all that mattered was getting the children off the train before it left. "I'm going to help with getting that big tree off the tracks. Then I'll come back and we can all get going."

Grace stood and looked about to say something to Tyler but he furrowed his brows and shook his head. "They're waiting for me," he said to Grace.

Then he touched the front brim of his Stetson, smiled at the children and made his way along the carriage.


CHAPTER THREE







It took an hour to shift the tree trunk from the track. A dozen men worked hard lifting it inch by painful inch, until finally the track was clear. As she stood on the high crest of the ridge overlooking the train line, Grace realized how close the children had come to being involved in a catastrophe. If the train had hit that tree it might have been derailed. The thought made a chill sweep up her spine.

Jack and Katie stood alongside Grace while they waited for Tyler to complete his duty down at the train. She saw him wave goodbye to the two engineers and then start to make his way up through the trees.

Grace glanced down at the children. They stood alongside the border fence of the Circle T. They each had a single small suitcase containing all their belongings in the world. On the other side of the fence the two horses shifted impatiently. It was as if they could feel that something bad had happened.

"Everything is going to be okay," Grace told them.

Each of the children nodded. Grace secretly hoped she'd spoken the truth. She thought about Miss Hardesty and where she could be at this very moment. In a brief conversation with Tyler he'd told her it was likely the gang would have headed west toward the border. Tyler said there were more options there for hiding out. Grace couldn't figure out why they'd taken Miss Hardesty. She did her best not to consider the more unpleasant reasons. 

Watching Tyler make his way up the hill, she told herself she had absolute faith in him. If anyone could bring the woman back to safety it would be Tyler. He had a determined streak in him. She'd seen it more than once, and she liked it. Behind Tyler's polite, even charming exterior, lurked a strong spirit. She'd been to church with him a few times and had witnessed the depth of his faith. That was where his sense of right and wrong came from. She respected that, even if her own faith was somewhat lukewarm. Tyler had told Grace, more than once, and in the nicest way possible, that he was working on making her faith stronger. Maybe that would happen, she told herself. But that was for another day.

Right now, they had two children to care for. That simple thought made Grace draw in a deep, calming breath. She wondered what she and Tyler had gotten themselves into. But there had been no other choice. She recalled something Tyler had said to her. Sometimes the Lord just makes it plain and clear what He expects us to do. When Tyler had said that to Grace she'd struggled to make sense of it. But now she understood his words perfectly.

Tyler reached them and halted, slightly out of breath. He turned as the train's whistle echoed along the narrow cutting through the tree-lined hills. Then the train started to make its way slowly northward. Faces pressed against the carriage windows, some of the passengers gazed up at Grace, Tyler and the children. 

The engineers had checked the rails after the tree had been removed and had deemed it safe to continue. Grace was relieved to see the train successfully roll past that point and on into the distance. A few long moments later it was lost to sight. The valley was silent except for the distant calls of birds.

Tyler turned to them and pointed at the horses on the other side of the fence. "Have you two ridden on horses before?" he asked the children.

Jack and Katie peered at the horses and shook their heads. "There weren't any horses at the orphanage," Katie said.

The mention of the orphanage made Grace's heart skip a beat. She rested her hands on the shoulders of both children. "Well, if I can learn to ride a horse, anyone can," she declared.

Both children looked up at Grace as if she'd promised them a precious gift. "We're going to learn horse riding?" Jack asked enthusiastically. 

"If you're going to be at the Circle T for a while, I don't see why not," Tyler said and walked to the wire fence. "You're both going to get to see what its like to live on a ranch." Tyler smiled. "Take it from me. It's real exciting." He lifted a brow and looked at Grace. "Ain't that right, Grace?"

Grace nodded. "It sure is, sheriff," she said. She saw Tyler squint at her when he heard her use his title instead of his name.

Stretching out his arms, Tyler lifted each of the children over the fence and set them down on their feet on the other side. Tyler lifted a brow and drew up one of the fence wires and looked at Grace. She stepped low, being careful not to catch her riding pants on the wire and twisted herself through the gap. Tyler lifted the two suitcases over and then followed.

Jack seemed incredibly small standing next to the Tyler's horse. Katie stood stiffly, hands clasped at her middle and frowned as she gazed at Grace's horse.

Tyler spent a few minutes tying each of the suitcases to a saddle by using a thin rope he drew from his bag. "Jack, you can sit with me. Katie, you can go with Grace."

Tyler lifted Jack up onto the saddle. The boy's eyes widened as he found himself perched high up on the horse. He looked genuinely thrilled. Grace was glad the boy could enjoy a moment of delight. After what he'd been through, she figured he deserved it.

Tyler came to Katie and stretched out his arms. Almost instinctively, Katie took one step back, away from Tyler, and shook her head. Tyler froze and glanced at Grace.

Grace stepped forward. "Let me help you," she said to Katie and took her gently by the hand. She led Katie to the horse. Pointing to the stirrup, she said: "Just put your foot there and lift yourself up."

Tyler came around and took the horse's reins, just to make sure it didn't react in a way which would upset Katie.

Katie put her small booted foot into the stirrup. Grace held Katie's middle and gently hoisted her upward. She heard Katie gasp as she lifted herself up and settle on the saddle. Grace saw Katie's white-knuckled hands gripping the saddle's edge.

"How does that feel?" Grace asked softly.

Her heart lifted when she saw Katie smile and then nod her head. "Okay," the girl said in a low voice.

Grace and Tyler exchanged relieved looks. Tyler lifted a querying brow. "You know what to do?" he asked. When Grace frowned at him, he shifted on his heels. "I mean, if you follow my lead and do what I do. Katie can sit behind you and hold on."

Grace nodded. "I think Katie and I can work that out," she said and glanced up at the little girl. "What do you say?"

Katie smiled but she was still clearly nervous. Grace watched as Tyler got up onto his horse and made himself comfortable. Jack wrapped his arms around Tyler's middle. Tyler looked across at Grace. "We're waiting," he complained teasingly.

Grace got up onto her horse and soon had Katie's arms holding on tight. Tyler took the lead as they started to make their way across the Circle T land. Grace was glad to be back on her own territory. She felt Katie's arms tighten around her waist as she followed behind Tyler's horse. There was something pleasing about the way Katie was holding on. Grace had no sisters or brothers. Sibling rivalry hadn't been a part of her upbringing in Kansas City. So she'd had to learn the hard way how to stand on her own two feet. School years had been hard. Getting into work in the Kansas City law office even harder. Grace had often reflected on the fact that being an only child had probably made her tougher than she would otherwise have been. 

"The sheriff said this is all your land," Katie asked in a quiet voice. "Is that true?"

"It isn't all mine," Grace explained. "I have two friends who share the ranch with me. We each own an equal share of it."

"Did you buy it?" Katie asked.

Grace shook her head. "We inherited it from a very good and very kind man."

"Was he a relative? Like a parent or a brother or something?" Katie asked.

Grace smiled. "No. Silas was his name. And he was just a man who appreciated the help me and my friends gave him. He gave us the ranch as a way of saying thank you."

"So it was like a gift?" Katie asked.

Grace laughed softly. "You could say that. A most wonderful and very surprising one."

The little girl possessed a natural curiosity. Or maybe she was trying to take her mind off the events of the least few hours. Either way, Grace found it pleasant to be answering questions. She had plenty of questions of her own. Why were the children being taken out west? Who were they going to live with? And why did she get the impression that neither of the children was pleased about being taken away from Texas?

Grace heard Tyler and Jack talking together. Maybe Tyler was telling the same things to Jack. He heard Tyler laugh and Jack giggled excitedly. Again, Grace was pleased the children were putting behind them the difficulties they'd just experienced. Even a few moments of forgetting what had happened would help the children. 

Tyler, meanwhile, had work to do. It might take him days before he knew more about Miss Hardesty. Grace quietly offered up a prayer for the other woman. Lord, protect Miss Hardesty. Wherever she is, protect her from evil and give her the strength to wait until Tyler comes to her rescue.

When they reached the Circle T ranch house, Grace heard both children gasp with excitement when they saw the big house.

"Is that where you live?" Katie asked.

"It sure is," Grace replied.

Grace saw Jack turn and look across at Katie. The boy's eyes were wide with incredulity. Maybe neither of them had seen a ranch house before, Grace told herself.

As she followed Tyler's horse into the yard, Grace saw two figures emerge from inside the house and halt on the porch. She saw her two friends, Prudence and Hope, staring at the new arrivals. Grace drew to a halt beside Tyler and quickly dismounted. Tyler helped Jack down from the horse. Katie held her arms out, clearly expecting Grace to do the same. Grace smiled up at the little girl and scooped her into her arms. 

Hope and Prudence were both dressed in green gowns. They stepped off the porch and advanced toward Grace. Their expressions showed puzzlement.

Grace glanced down at Katie. "Let me introduce you to my friends," she told the little girl.

Prudence halted in front of Grace, glanced down at Katie's petite form, and then looked back at Grace. With a quick lift of her eyebrows Prudence made it clear she expected an explanation.

"Prudence. I'd like you to meet Katie," Grace said brightly. "She and her friend Jack are going to be guests at the Circle T."

Prudence's brows lifted even higher. "Guests?"

Grace nodded and peered at Prudence making it obvious that further explanation would be given later. In private.

Grace gestured toward Tyler and Jack. "I'm sure we can get a room ready for Katie and Jack." Grace gestured toward the bags tied up on the horse's. "We've got their things here."

The Circle T's housekeeper, Lucia emerged from inside the house. She halted, wiping her hands on a white apron, and peered quizzically at the two newcomers. Grace smiled at Lucia. "Could you prepare something to eat for these two? I'm sure they're hungry." Grace smiled at Katie. "Isn't that right?"

Katie nodded and said nothing.

Prudence held out a hand to Katie. "Pleased to meet you, Katie. Welcome to the Circle T."

Katie glanced quickly up at Grace who nodded back at the girl. Katie extended her arm and shook Prudence's hand. "Thank you, ma'am."

Prudence laughed. "You can call me Prudence." She looked across at Hope. "And that there is Hope."

Grace watched as Hope greeted Jack in a similar manner. Then she laid a gentle hand across Katie's shoulder and guided her and Jack toward Lucia who greeted the children with a broad smile.

The children still seemed unsure how to react to their new surroundings. But Grace was sure that the welcome they'd given the children had gone some way to allaying any fears they might have. 

Once the children were inside, Prudence and Hope came rushing to Grace. "What's going on?" Hope asked.

"Where did those children come from?" Prudence inquired abruptly.

Grace lifted a hand. "I realize you're both dying to know what happened." She glanced at Tyler who was untying the children's two bags from the horses. "We'll tell you later. For now, all that matters is that we make them feel at home. They've been through a terrible ordeal."

Hope gasped. "What kind of ordeal? They weren't hurt, were they?" Hope asked. Being a nurse, Hope was always worried if anyone had suffered injury.

Grace shook her head. "They weren't hurt. At least not physically. But their emotions have taken a real beating."

"That's right," Tyler said as he strode across to them. He held the children's bags on both arms. "Those children are going to need some loving care for a while. And I'm sure they'll get exactly that while they're here at the Circle T."

"How long will they be here?" Prudence asked.

Grace scooped an arm inside Prudence's and started to lead her to the house. "I'll tell you about inside. First, we need to get the children settled in."

"I'll be leaving right away," Tyler announced.

Grace nodded. She knew he had work to do. Important and possibly dangerous work that could not be delayed a moment more than necessary. She took one of the bags from Tyler. Hope took the other. "You stay safe, Tyler. You hear?" Grace said. Her voice quivered with emotion.

Tyler smiled as he handed the bags over. "Don't you worry about me. I've got a job to do. I'll be bringing that woman back to safety."

Grace saw the eyes of both Hope and Prudence widen with alarm. She could see they both wanted to ask questions, but she shook her head at them and watched as Tyler strode to his horse. He mounted the animal and touched the front brim of his Stetson as he tugged on the reins. Then he rode off, heading down the trail toward the town of Testament Creek.

As she watched him ride away, Grace was suddenly seized by a powerful sense of anxiety. She knew Tyler was about to do something perilous. Riding down a gang of robbers and kidnappers might put Tyler into harm's way. But she knew it was his job. Knew he was capable of taking care of himself. He wouldn't be alone. The posse would consist of around a dozen men, all locals from Testament Creek. But that fact hardly lessened Grace's sense of worry as she watched Tyler's horse disappear down the trail.

She would have to wait until he returned. And, in the meantime she had a job of her own to do. Turning to the ranch house she sighed. There were children beneath the roof of the ranch house. And, right now, she didn't have a clue how she was going to deal with that.


CHAPTER FOUR







"Those poor children!" Prudence exclaimed a short while later in the parlor of the ranch house. 

"They must have been scared out of their minds," Hope added and shook her head.

Grace wasn't in the least surprised by her friends' expression of sympathy for the children. All three women shared the long sofa in the parlor. From upstairs, Grace could hear the soft sounds of footsteps and the barely audible murmur of voices. Lucia was with the children, helping them unpack and settle into the room which had been given to them. 

Upstairs there were three rooms. Hope and Grace occupied two. And now the children had moved in to the room which had once belonged to Prudence. 

Prudence and her husband, Cal lived on a recently constructed cabin about a mile from the main ranch house. Grace had visited it many times and seen how happy Prudence was there. It was a delightful log cabin, big enough for Prudence and Cal. He and some of the ranch hands had worked hard to build it. It consisted of a large single living space, an alcoved kitchen area, and one separate bedroom. It was cozy and perfect for a newly-married couple like Prudence and Cal. Perhaps, some time in the near future, it would also be expanded to accommodate Cal and Prudence's own children. Grace was sure children wouldn't be long in coming for her friend and her handsome husband who was the foreman of the Circle T ranch.

"That poor woman, Miss Hardesty," Prudence moaned. "Those terrible men just took her away from the train?"

Grace nodded. "That's what we heard. Tyler is getting together a posse, even as we speak. He reckons there's a good chance they'll find the gang."

"Hopefully Miss Hardesty won't come to any harm," Hope said with obvious emotion in her voice. She sighed heavily. "It is absolutely shocking."

Grace leaned closer to her two friends and spoke quietly. "While the children are here, I'd avoid mentioning Miss Hardesty too much. At least until Tyler gets some answers. We don't want to upset them."

Both Prudence and Hope nodded. "Of course," Hope agreed. "Did Tyler say how long it'll take?" 

Grace shook her head. "He didn't. But I figure he and his men will act quickly to stop the gang from getting too far. Tyler has that part-Indian man, Grant, in his posse. Apparently he has great tracking skills. If anyone can pick up their trail, Grant can."

Hope and Prudence seemed momentarily reassured by that information.

"So the children are going to be staying with us for a while?" Hope asked Grace.

Grace nodded. She was still trying to figure out how she was going to deal with having two boisterous young children around the ranch. "It could be for a day or two," Grace replied. "Or it could even be for much longer."

Prudence's eyes widened. Then she glanced nervously toward the parlor door. She was clearly anxious that she not be overheard. When she spoke it was almost in a whisper. "Have you thought about what will happen if Miss Hardesty doesn't return?" Prudence lifted a knowing brow. 

Grace swallowed. Of course she'd considered that terrible possibility. It was an awful scenario because it would mean that some harm had come to the unfortunate woman. Grace couldn't even begin to think how the children would react to that.

"We'll just have to deal with such that situation if it comes to pass," Grace declared.

Prudence's brows furrowed. "The Lord will not allow it to happen," she stated firmly. There was a sudden conviction in her voice. Her eyes filled with a steely look and her jaw tightened. Grace recognized that look. 

Grace peered at her friend. Prudence's faith was the strongest of all three women. In many ways, Grace envied Prudence her unshakeable faith. She was sure it was a great help in times of trial. And she'd seen the joy and delight it brought into the life of Prudence and Cal.

Prudence clasped her hands and glanced at Grace and Hope. "Will you both join me in a prayer for Miss Hardesty?"

"Of course," Hope replied. Grace smiled at Hope.

Prudence reached out and took hold of their hands. It wasn't the first time Prudence had asked them to join her in prayer. It had become a regular feature of life on the Circle T. And, according to Prudence, prayer had become an important part of her daily life with Cal.

"Lord. We ask You to protect Miss Hardesty. Save her from the evil which has taken her away from Jack and Katie. Bring her back to the children You placed in her charge. Also, Lord, we ask that You bless Tyler with the wisdom and courage he will need to do his duty and recover Miss Hardesty safely. We ask for this is Your name. Amen.

Prudence smiled at Grace and Hope. Grace saw the brightness in Prudence's eyes. The room was filled with a sudden peace. Much of the tension of the last few minutes had gone, now that Prudence had spoken her quiet and devout words. Prayer was so important to Prudence. And, Grace admitted, it was beginning to become important in her own life, too.

Grace heard the thundering of footsteps on the stairs. The voices of Lucia and the children echoed throughout the lower part of the ranch house. Grace's heart swelled with a fresh, new feeling. She told herself it was somehow wonderful that the usually quiet ranch house was filled with the sounds of young voices. It made the place feel different.

Lucia led Jack and Katie into the parlor. Grace stood and went to the children. "Have you organized all your things in your room?" she asked both children.

Lucia nodded. She rested a hand on a shoulder of each of the children. "There was just about enough room in the drawers for their clothes."

"Who claimed the bed near the window?" Grace asked brightly and smiled down at the children.

Katie grinned. "Jack gave it to me."

Grace lifted a brow and peered at Jack. She saw his eyes brighten. "That is so kind of you, Jack," Grace declared. "I can see you're a gentleman."

Jack's face flushed as he smiled tentatively. Grace's compliment was making him blush.

"I promised them some cakes and milk," Lucia said.

"I think they deserve that," Grace agreed. She turned to Hope and Prudence. "Do you agree, ladies?"

Hope and Prudence stated their agreement in perfect unison.

"It'll take me a little while to make the cakes," Lucia revealed.

Grace started to guide Jack and Katie toward the hallway. "What do you say I show you around the ranch while Lucia bakes those cakes for you?" she suggested to the children.

Both children nodded enthusiastically. Grace led them outside onto the porch. The late afternoon sun was still bright. The children didn't seem to be tired. Grace wondered where Tyler was, right now. Probably he'd be putting together the posse. Or they might even already be riding out and trying to pick up the trail of the gang. Worry flamed into life in her middle. The thought of Miss Hardesty coming to harm was too distressing to contemplate. Tyler will save them, she told herself.

Glancing down at the children, she told herself that she'd have to pretend that none of that unpleasantness was happening. Right now, it was her duty to try and lessen the children's fears. 

"What would you like to see first?" Grace asked the children.

"Horses!" they both said at exactly the same time.

Grace laughed. "Come on then. Let's go to the stable and I'll introduce you to some really fine horses."

And, with those words, she rested her hands on the backs of each of the children and started to lead them across the yard.


CHAPTER FIVE







It was getting dark when the posse found the gang. A thin line of gray smoke rising into the darkening sky had led the posse to a shallow valley. 

When they'd discovered the gang's encampment Tyler had dismounted and crept forward to confirm that they had caught up with the robbers. From a vantage point high up on a rocky promontory, Tyler had gazed down into a gorge. There he'd seen a group of six men gathered around a small fire. Their voices had drifted up from the gorge, echoing off the rocks. Laughter had mingled with coarse remarks.

Huddled against a rock, not far from the burning flames, had been the figure of a solitary woman. Seeing the fear on the woman's features had awakened a fierce indignation in Tyler. He'd had to restrain the urge to fire upon the men and rescue the woman. But Tyler knew the wisest course would be to rely on the help of the posse.  The element of surprise and greater numbers would ensure a better outcome, he'd told himself. That way the odds would be in their favor.

Tyler had made his way back to the posse. After some quiet discussion a plan had been agreed. One of the posse knew that the trail they were following would eventually lead to the bottom of the gorge. Exactly where the gang was currently gathered around their fireplace.

Now, the posse was making its way with stealth and quiet toward a northerly position from which Tyler figured the surprise attack on the gang could be made. 

As he rode in absolute silence, Tyler recalled the last few hours. Grant, the part-Indian posse member with the tracking skills had picked up the trail west of the railway line. That had been three hours ago. 

The ride had taken all eleven men across some of the Hill Country's most beautiful land. Luckily there had been no rainfall to wipe clear the traces of the gang's hasty getaway. Finally, they'd arrived at a low sweep of tree-covered hills which ran southward. The tree line ended about halfway up the hillside. The posse had worked its way south, following an old trail through the groves of sparsely forested slopes.

Tyler was grateful that Grant had been at home when he'd ridden into town earlier that afternoon. After hearing about the robbery at the train, Grant hadn't hesitated to get himself ready and join the hastily-gathered posse. Every one of the men had realized that time was crucial. The sense of urgency had driven them on, keeping up a relentless pace across the hauntingly beautiful Texas land.

Guiding his horse along the trail through the trees, Tyler was glad he had the support of every one of the men riding behind him. Each was prepared to put his life on the line and do whatever it took to keep law and order in Testament Creek. Tyler had only been sheriff a few months. But, already he sensed that he was winning the battle of gaining the confidence of the townsfolk.

The posse edged its way down into the northern end of the gorge. They all dismounted, careful not to make any noise. The high stone walls of the gorge would carry even the slightest sound all the way to the gang.

Tyler led the way. Although everyone of the posse members was armed with pistols, Tyler hoped this situation could be resolved without any shooting. The sand-covered floor of the gorge ensured there were no sounds of footsteps.

Finally, the posse reached a bend in the gorge. Tyler lifted a hand and the men halted behind him. From beyond the curve in the rock Tyler could hear the voices of the men. Tyler gritted his teeth and glanced at the other men. Each gazed steadily back at Tyler. They were ready.

Tyler nodded and stepped around the curve in the gorge. He pointed his pistol at the men gathered around the camp fire. "Don't move!" Tyler barked, his voice echoing in the enclosed space of the gorge.

The men at the fire whirled around and stared, wide-eyed at Tyler and the posse as they emerged from their hiding place. The gang members were frozen, their hands hovering, their gaze filled with disbelief and hate.

Tyler heard a gasp and glanced to his right. The woman was staring at Tyler and the posse. Her face was white with fear. Up close, Tyler saw that the woman was young, probably in her late-twenties. She was even-featured and her dark hair hung loose at her shoulders. She wore a gray gown and black boots.

Tyler didn't say anything to the woman. He merely frowned and shook his head abruptly, hoping she'd understand that danger still hung in the air.

Tyler strode forward. He was flanked on both sides by a posse member. Ray to his right; Luke to his left. Tyler peered at the gang members who were beginning to glance at each other. Maybe they were thinking to draw on the posse, Tyler told himself. The last thing he wanted was a gun battle here in the gorge. Flying bullets could go anywhere down here, he told himself.

Tyler halted in front of the men who were still seated. The posse members gathered around Tyler. He peered at one of the men and gestured for the man to stand. "You. Up on your feet. Keep your hands where I can see them."

The man stood slowly. Tyler saw the man's jaw tighten. His gaze burned with hate. "Take his pistol, Ray," Tyler said. 

Ray stepped forward quickly and reached for the man's holstered pistol. Tyler saw the man's body shift as Ray's hand stretched for the pistol. Then, with a sudden move, the tall gang member lurched back away from Ray. His companions moved at the same moment, each of them reaching for their pistols. 

"No!" the woman cried as she realized what was happening. But Tyler had figured the men might do something like this. The posse members had been instructed.

Decisively, the men of the posse raced toward the gang members who were taken aback by the speed of the posse. At exactly the same moment Tyler lurched forward, leaping for the dark-haired man who'd stepped away from Ray. Tyler threw himself at the gang member and collided with the man. Both men tumbled backwards over the fire, and thudded onto the sandy ground beyond it.

Tyler gasped as he felt the wind being knocked out of him. The gang member grunted, his body taking the full weight of Tyler tall, well-muscled physique. 

The gang member and Tyler rolled in the dust for a few feet and then came to a halt. Tyler managed to hold onto the man's jacket as they careened across the gorge floor. From behind him Tyler heard three shots ring out. There was a cacophony of voices and the sounds of struggle as the posse and the gang fought each other. The noises of men struggling mixed with the harsh breathing of the man Tyler was tangling with.

Tyler heard the man curse. Forcing himself to his feet, Tyler kept hold of the man's jacket with his left hand. Then Tyler threw a punch with his right which landed squarely on the man's jaw. There was a grunt and the man's heavy body softened in Tyler's grasp. The man staggered and sank down onto his knees. Tyler held onto the man's jacket and peered down at him. The man's eyes were rolling and his jaw was sagging.

Tyler glanced across at the fire and saw that his posse members, easily outnumbering the gang, had each of the outlaws well under control. The whole incident had passed quickly but, as Tyler had expected, surprise and superior numbers had given him and the posse an unbeatable advantage. 

Before he had a moment to feel any sense of victory, Tyler heard a soft groan from the other side of the gorge. Looking across at the woman, Tyler saw that she was lying on her side. 

"Ray. Take care of this man," Tyler ordered. Holding his pistol, Ray went to the gang member who was starting to regain full consciousness. Tyler raced across the gorge floor. He sank down onto his knees alongside the woman. She was lying on her side, her hand clutching her middle. Her face was hidden from Tyler but he had a bad feeling that one of the stray shots had hit her. He heard the woman groan.

"Miss Hardesty," Tyler said urgently. "Have you been hit?" 

The woman glanced up at Tyler, a puzzled expression on her face. Her mouth opened and Tyler was sure she was about to say something. But then a fresh wave of discomfort seemed to hit her and she gasped. Her face was etched with pain. Tyler felt something heavy sink in his middle. He tried to move Miss Hardesty, but when she cried out, Tyler hesitated.

One of the posse members, Ryan came to Tyler's side. "Has she been hit?" Ryan asked.

Tyler nodded. "Looks like it. Bring a horse. We need to get her back to town as soon as we can."

Ryan raced off and Tyler leaned forward, speaking quietly. "Miss Hardesty. Can you sit up?"

He heard the woman draw in a deep breath. She nodded. "I'll try," she declared, her voice quivering with emotion.

Tyler held onto her shoulders and helped her sit upright. Miss Hardesty's features were set in a grim expression. She was breathing heavily and fast. Tyler glanced down at where her hand was holding her middle. He saw the dark stain of blood on her left side. 

"You've been hit," Tyler told her. "One of those bullets went astray."

It was bad luck, Tyler reflected. He'd heard only three shots. But one of them had probably ricocheted off the stone walls of the gorge.

Tyler met the woman's gaze. "You're a sheriff?" she asked as she glanced at the badge pinned to his jacket.

"From a nearby town," Tyler explained. "We trailed the gang after they robbed the train you were on."

As if the mention of the train had pushed away all her pain, Miss Hardesty's eyes widened with panic. "The children! They were on the train."

Tyler rested a hand on Miss Hardest's shoulder. "They're safe. We took them to a nearby ranch."

Emotion moistened Miss Hardesty's eyes. "They didn't stay on the train?" she asked incredulously.

Tyler shook his head. "I figured we could take care of them for a while. At least until we got you back."

Miss Hardesty gasped disbelievingly. Then she said quietly: "Thank you." Tyler heard the outraged curses of the gang members as the posse were tying them up. He turned and watched them for a few moments. When he turned back to face her, Miss Hardesty gazed past Tyler's shoulder. "Looks like you got the gang," she observed.

Tyler nodded. "We did. All in a day's work."

Miss Hardesty groaned and clutched at her side. "Have I been shot?" she muttered disbelievingly.

"You got hit by a stray bullet. Don't worry ma'am. We're going to get you to a doctor," Tyler replied.

Tyler stayed with Miss Hardesty until Ryan brought the horse. He and Ryan worked for a while to get Miss Hardesty safely up onto the horse. Once the gang members were tied up securely it was time to go back to town. 

There was an exit from the gorge which led out onto the flat plain at the foot of the hills. By the time they emerged from the gorge darkness had fallen. The light of a full moon illuminated the trail back to Testament Creek. Tyler rode next to Miss Hardesty. By the dim light he could see how hard she was working to deal with the pain of the gunshot wound. They'd done all they could to cover it before setting out on the journey back to town. Tyler could only hope that Miss Hardesty would hold out until they reached the town doctor.


CHAPTER SIX







Grace was nervous. She'd been waiting in the parlor of the Circle T ranch house since the sun had set a few hours ago. Still there was no sign of Tyler. She'd assumed that if had gone well, he'd come to the ranch and tell her he was okay. Nerves twisted in her middle as she paced the carpeted floor in front of the fireplace. There was no chance she would sleep tonight. Lucia had stayed with Grace until an hour ago, trying to calm Grace's nerves. Grace had been grateful for the housekeeper's concern. Lucia and her husband Pedro lived with their young son in a small cabin at the rear of the ranch house. Eventually Lucia had made her way there, leaving Grace on her own.

Hope was upstairs in her room. The children had been put to bed after supper. The house was quiet. At any other time that would have been a blessing. But not tonight, Grace told herself. She was desperate to know what had happened with Tyler and the posse.

Grace had been mulling over what had happened today. It had been a momentous day. That much was certain. She hoped Miss Hardesty would be found safe and unharmed. Hopefully, she would be able to continue her journey with the children. 

For their part, the children seemed confused and unsettled. That was entirely natural as far as Grace was concerned. They'd endured a terrible ordeal, lost their only trusted companion in the world, and had been thrown into a strange environment. All in one day.

One thing was for sure. The children were resilient. Grace figured they'd probably learned how to survive the hard way. Both being orphans, their lives would have been a daily struggle. Lacking family would also have been extremely hard on the children.

Grace had shown the children around the ranch house and its grounds this afternoon. They'd seemed fascinated by the horses and by the sheer size of the ranch. She wondered what kind of place the children had been used to living in. Back in Kansas City, where Grace had grown up, orphanages could be forbidding and harsh places. She guessed the children hadn't seen much of the open spaces of Texas. And the Circle T sure had plenty of open space, Grace reflected.

Grace tried to think about the legal situation with the children. They'd been given over to Miss Hardesty for the duration of the journey. Although neither of the children had spoken about it, Grace was sure the intention had been to place the children with a family somewhere out west. Strictly speaking, the children were still unplaced orphans. They hadn't yet been given over to their new family.  Miss Hardesty would be the one person who'd be able to give Grace more information about the arrangement.

If she didn't return, then Grace knew she'd have to make inquiries with the agency which had been responsible for the children before they'd set out with Miss Hardesty. 

Grace sighed. It was all very complicated! The care of two orphans had been thrust upon her and, frankly, she wasn't sure what would be the right thing to do. Still, there would be time to sort things out.

Grace heard the sound of a horse in the yard. She raced to the window and peered through the window. By the light from the ranch house she saw that it was Tyler.

"Tyler!" she exclaimed and strode to the front door. She threw it open and went outside. The night air was cool. Grace wrapped her arms around herself and watched silently as Tyler halted his horse and dismounted. Grace searched Tyler's features for a clue as to what had happened. His expression was blank and unreadable. The simple fact that he had come to the ranch so soon after leaving could be a good sign. Or even a bad one, Grace admitted.

Tyler gazed at Grace. Her heart was thumping. Her breath was tight in her chest. And it wasn't simply because she needed to know the fate of Miss Hardesty. It was also because she felt relieved that Tyler was safe.

"We found Miss Hardesty," Tyler announced.

Grace stared at Tyler for a long moment. "And?"

 "She's safe," he said softly.

Grace exhaled and hurried across to Tyler. "That's wonderful," she exclaimed and threw herself into Tyler's arms. She felt his arms sweep around her, enclosing her in his embrace. Grace rested her head against Tyler's broad chest. She felt his steady heartbeat; felt the warmth of his body; inhaled his wonderfully intoxicating scent. It was so good to be with him again. The worry had been terrible.

Grace lifted her head back and gazed up into Tyler's eyes. "I was worried."

Tyler lifted a brow. "So I can see." There was a hint of approval in his voice.

Grace glanced over Tyler's shoulder. "Where is Miss Hardesty?"

"You see, that's the thing," Tyler replied. "We found the gang in a gorge. Some shots were fired."

Grace gasped. "No-one was killed were they?"

Tyler shook his head. "No. But one of the stray bullets hit Miss Hardesty."

"No!" Grace exclaimed. "Is she hurt bad?"

"We took her to Doc Clanton in town," Tyler revealed. "He says she's taken a bullet in her side. He's with her now, trying to fix her up." Tyler's brows furrowed. "The doc says we'll have to wait and see. Hopefully the wound won't get infected. But Miss Hardesty will need to stay at the doc's house for a while."

Grace stepped away from Tyler and clasped her hands at her middle. "That's terrible. Poor Miss Hardesty."

Tyler came to Grace and took her hands in his. He was clearly trying to reassure Grace. "The bullet didn't damage any vital organs. I'm not saying it's a superficial wound. But at least she has a chance to recover." Tyler gave Grace a firm look. "That's got to be good news, isn't it?"

"The children will be happy she's been returned safely," Grace admitted. A troubling thought drifted into her mind. She peered at Tyler and thought for a moment. She knew she'd have to word her next question carefully. "The gang members didn't hurt Miss Hardesty in any way, did they?"

Grace saw that Tyler understood what she was hinting at. He shook his head firmly. "The doc asked her that same question. Miss Hardesty told him the only thing they did wrong was take her away from the children in her charge."

Grace sighed with relief. At least that was something positive, she told herself. The fact that Tyler had acted so quickly and decisively had probably spared Miss Hardesty from suffering at the hands of her captors.

She looked up into Tyler's eyes. "And you?" Grace asked.

"What about me?" Tyler replied.

"You didn't take any unnecessary risks, did you?"

Tyler glanced down at his silver star. "In case you've forgotten, taking risks is part of my job."

Grace frowned at Tyler. "I was worried," she said again, this time more insistently.

Tyler came to Grace and wrapped his arms around her. Once again she was enveloped in his warm embrace. "Don't you go worrying about me Grace. I won't let anything come between us."

Then Tyler dipped his head and kissed Grace. Sensation flamed into life as Tyler's warm lips claimed a kiss. Her body flooded with relief and she softened against Tyler. The kiss seemed to last an eternity. Finally, he lifted his head and smiled at her. "I'm glad to see you think about me when I'm not around."

There was a mischievous look in his eyes now. She recognized that look. Playfully, she softly thumped her fist against his broad chest. "Don't you go taking crazy risks, Tyler Smith."

"You know I won't do that," he murmured. He grinned. "Have you forgotten?"

"What?" she asked.

"I'm the best sheriff in Texas," he announced jokingly.

She frowned at Tyler. "Says who?"

He lifted his gaze to the dark sky and then back down to her. "Everyone in Testament Creek keeps telling me that the town has never felt safer."

Grace shook her head and sighed. "How long do you reckon it'll take for Miss Hardesty to get back on her feet?"

Tyler looked thoughtful for a moment. "I don't know. It depends on how bad that wound is. Maybe it'll take a few weeks."

"That means the children will have to stay here at the ranch," Grace said. For some surprising reason, Grace felt her spirits lift at that prospect.

"It sure does," Tyler added, also seeming pleased about it. "We'll need to tell them about Miss Hardesty."

Grace nodded. "They're in their beds, now. I'll tell them tomorrow morning."

"I'll be here when you do that," Tyler said decisively.

Grace understood why Tyler would want to be around when the good news was given to Jack and Katie. He'd been spending more time at the ranch recently. And, Grace wasn't about to turn down any opportunity to be with Tyler.

"I need to be getting back into town," Tyler said. "We've got those robbers locked up in the jailhouse. And I've made sure the deputy has some extra hands in case there's any trouble."

"What'll happen to the robbers?" Grace asked.

"They'll be sent to Austin for trial. Hopefully that'll be the end of it." Tyler frowned. "They'll be charged with robbery and abduction. Serious charges that call for stiff penalties."

Grace didn't press Tyler for more details. She guessed what he was hinting at. He just didn't want to go into the unpleasant details.

One last time, he pulled her closer. "I'll be back in the morning." Then he leaned his head down and kissed her. After a long time, he released Grace and went to his horse, mounted up and rode off.

Grace watched him ride into the darkness. Soon he was lost to sight. Grace made her way back into the house. She wasn't in the least surprised when she saw Hope standing at the foot of the stairs. She was dressed in her robe and she looked like she hadn't slept since going up to her room two hours earlier.

"Well?" Hope asked, lifting a brow.

"Tyler got Miss Hardesty back," Grace told Hope.

Hope smiled broadly and came to Grace. "That's wonderful."

"She got hurt during the rescue attempt. But it looks like she'll be fine."

Hope's nurse training made her ask Grace for more details. After Grace had recounted what Tyler had told her, Hope declared she'd go into town the next day and offer her services to the town doctor.

Then it was time to go upstairs. Grace went to her bedroom door, quietly wished Hope a good night in the semi-darkness of the corridor and then made her way into her bedroom. Closing the door behind her, Grace leaned back against the door and sighed. 

She was glad the day had finished. Tomorrow, the children would be given the good news about Miss Hardesty; Tyler would arrive to share in that moment;  Hope would visit the doctor in town. Then they would all try to get on with their lives.

There was only one problem as far as Grace could see.

Now that the children had come to live temporarily at the Circle T; now that she'd seen how happy they could be; now that she'd felt that delight and happiness in herself, Grace had to admit something truly surprising.

She wanted Jack and Katie to stay for a very long time.


CHAPTER SEVEN







Tyler left the jailhouse early next morning. As he closed the door behind him he heard the shouting and name-calling from inside the building. Just like he'd been doing all morning, he ignored the loud taunts from the men locked up inside the jail cells. The six men weren't happy being locked up, and that was fine as far as Tyler was concerned.

Tyler had told his deputy, Clint, that he'd be back later, near midday. Clint was young and capable. Tyler knew he could trust Clint to do a good job of making sure the robbers stayed in their cells.

Tyler mounted up and rode down a side street toward the west side of town. At the end of the road he came to a white-fronted, two-level residence surrounded by a garden and picket fence. This was Doc Clanton's home, and the place where he carried out his medical duties.

As he tied up his horse, Tyler noticed a buckboard parked near the corner of the garden fence. Tyler made his way to the front door and knocked softly. The door opened and Tyler lifted his brows in surprise. Hope Paterson stood in  the hallway.

"Hope? What are you doing here?" Tyler asked, wondering why she'd come from the Circle T ranch house this early in the morning.

"I came to offer my help to the doctor," Hope explained as Tyler made his way into the house. "Have you forgotten? I am a nurse."

Tyler nodded and felt momentarily embarrassed. Grace must have told Hope about what had happened to Miss Hardesty, he assumed. It was only natural that Hope would have decided to come and see if there was any way she could help.

Doc Clanton emerged from a side room down at the far end of the corridor next to the staircase. "Tyler? I thought I heard your voice," the doc said. "Come on down here. I suppose you're here to see how Mary is doing?"

"Mary?" Tyler asked and glanced at Hope.

"You can't keep calling her Miss Hardesty forever, can you?" Hope said and shook her head. Tyler followed Hope down the corridor. Last night, during the ride back to town, Miss Hardesty had been silent, which was understandable given her injuries. Tyler hadn't had a chance to speak with the woman. And when they'd arrived at the doctor's residence she'd been drowsy. Tyler had stood aside and let the doctor do his job.

Hope made her way through the open door at which the doc was standing. With a shift of his eyes in the other direction, the doc made it plain he wanted to speak with Tyler in private. The doc led Tyler further down the corridor until they were a distance away from the open door.

Doc Clanton was in his fifties. He was white-haired and possessed a stocky physique. Even at this time of the morning he was dressed in a dark suit and white shirt. In the soft light of the corridor his bushy brows were furrowed with concern.

"What's the news, doc?" Tyler asked. "How is she?"

The doc frowned. "She's as good as can be expected. I gave her something to help her sleep last night. And something for the pain."

"Is the wound bad?"

The doc sighed. "Luckily it didn't harm any major organs. But it passed perilously close to doing so. The bullet went through her left side. It just about missed her lower lung. If it had damaged that, I don't think we'd be talking this morning."

"She's going to take a while to heal?"

The doc nodded. "A long while, I reckon. I've done what I can to make sure there's no chance of infection, But we'll have to wait and see."

"You've got help," Tyler said.

"Hope has helped me out a couple of times since she arrived in the summer," the doc explained. He seemed genuinely pleased that Hope had come to his home. "She's offered to be here for a few days. And I have accepted."

"Seems like you're doing everything possible to get Mary back on her feet."

"I'm trying, Tyler," the doc said. Tyler had worked with the doc a few times since he'd taken over as town sheriff. Doc Clanton was a good man with plenty of experience. He was also a widower. His wife Alice had died a few years ago. Now the doc did his best to keep himself as busy as possible.

"Is it okay if I say hello to Mary?" Tyler asked.

"Make it brief," the doc said.

Tyler went to the open door and knocked on the wood panel. Hope came to the door. Smiling, she gestured for Tyler to enter. He walked into the  small room. There was a single bed and two small tables in the room. The curtain was drawn over the one window, softening the early morning light. An odor of medicines filled the air. Tyler knew this was the only room in the doc's house where he could look after patients.

On the bed lay Mary Hardesty. She was covered in a thin cotton blanket. On her left side was a raised area. Tyler figured that must be to protect the wounded part of her side. Her dark hair was spread out on the pillow. The darkness of her hair only made the pale color of her face even more obvious. When she looked up at Tyler he saw how tired she was. There were shadows beneath her eyes. Tyler felt his heart sink. She looked like she was having a hard time. But Tyler knew he'd had to come. If he was going to tell the children the truth he had to know it for himself.

"Sheriff," Mary Hardesty said in a quiet voice. "How nice of you to come visit me."

"I just wanted to see how you're doing, ma'am," Tyler said.

She smiled. "Please call me, Mary."

Tyler nodded. "I surely will, Mary." Tyler glanced across at Hope. She was watching the proceedings with a steady expression. Tyler figured Hope was probably counting the seconds and waiting to shoo him out of the patient's room.

"I won't stay long. Just wanted to tell you I'll be seeing the children this morning," Tyler said.

Mention of the children made Mary Hardesty's eyes widen, "The children?" 

For a moment Tyler thought she might have forgotten that they were safe at the Circle T. "I'll be at the ranch this morning. Is there anything you want me to tell them, Mary?"

Mary thought for a long moment and then looked at Tyler. "Tell them I'm sorry," she murmured.

Tyler glanced quickly at Hope and saw her eyes widen. Tyler wasn't sure what he could say. But he didn't want Mary Hardesty to blame herself for what had happened. "There was nothing you could have done to stop the gang, Mary. Those men were determined to rob the train. But we've got them where they belong. Behind bars."

Hope came to the edge of the bed as Mary coughed quietly. She leaned closer to Mary and tried to help her. Tyler took a step back and watched as Hope worked with Mary for a few moments.

Mary coughed once more and then looked up at Tyler. "Tell the children I love them and that I'll see them real soon." Her voice was weakening by the second. 

Tyler knew it was time to leave. "I'll do that, Mary."

Hope glanced up at Tyler and smiled. Then Tyler made his way out into the corridor. He found Doc Clanton standing there with his arms folded. Tyler followed the doc to the front door. As the doc opened the door, Tyler knew that there was nothing more to say. What he'd just seen confirmed everything the doctor had told him. He knew the truth now. It would be a while before Mary Hardesty would be back on her feet. She faced a long recovery.

He bid farewell to the doctor and made his way to his horse. Mounting up, Tyler rode down the street and out onto Main Street. The he headed up the northward trail toward the Circle T. 

He knew Grace and the children would be waiting for him. 





CHAPTER EIGHT







Tyler arrived on horseback just as Grace and the children were making their way out onto the porch of the Circle T ranch house. Grace, Jack and Katie took their seats on the porch bench while Tyler reined in and dismounted. 

Grace felt butterflies tumbling in her middle. She placed a hand gently on her belly. She was pleased to see Tyler. But she was also worried about what they were about to say to the children.

Tyler stepped up onto the porch and smiled at Jack and Katie. "Good morning," he declared. He gazed out across the rangeland. "And isn't it a fine morning?"

"It sure is," Grace agreed. She smiled at the children. They'd slept well last night. And, this morning they'd both had a ravenous appetite. Lucia had cooked a huge breakfast. Jack and Katie had acted like they hadn't had a decent breakfast in years. Maybe they hadn't, Grace reflected. If so, she found that mildly shocking. What kind of an orphanage would starve little children?

Tyler leaned casually against the porch support post. Tyler was dressed in jeans, plaid shirt and light jacket. Grace figured he looked mighty handsome. But then she usually thought that when he came calling. "Did you both sleep well?" Tyler asked the children.

Jack smiled up at Tyler. "It was pretty cozy," he said.

Katie nodded in agreement. "I like ranch houses."

"You do?" Tyler asked and grinned. "So do I. Now isn't that a coincidence." He laughed quietly and the children giggled along with him.

Grace wondered when Tyler was going to get to the point. Maybe he was just trying to put the children at their ease, she realized.

Tyler lifted a brow and looked from Jack to Katie. "I have some good news for you both." Jack and Katie looked expectantly at Tyler. "You know how I said I'd find Miss Hardesty?"

Jack and Katie nodded but didn't say a word. To Grace it looked like they were almost too scared to say anything.

Tyler continued: "Well, me and my friends found Miss Hardesty. How about that?" Tyler said his brows rising in a line.

Jack and Katie gasped in unison. They both stood up and went to Tyler. "You found her?" Jack asked.

"Is she okay?" Katie added.

"Where was she?" Jack continued.

"Where is she now?" Katie asked breathlessly.

"Whoa there," Tyler said and laughed quietly. "I can only answer one question at a time." He smiled at Grace who stood and went to stand behind the children.

 She laid a hand on each of their shoulders. "Sheriff Smith went with some other men and they found the people who robbed the train," Grace said.

Jack's eyes widened with amazement. "Was there a shootout?" he asked Tyler.

For a moment Tyler seemed genuinely taken aback by that question. Maybe, while he'd been living at the orphanage, Jack had heard stories about train robbers.

"I won't tell a lie," Tyler said. Now he was suddenly serious. The time for joking was over. "Those robbers put up a fight. Just like I expected they would. But me and my friends won that fight, fair and square."

Grace peered at the children. "Miss Hardesty got hurt," she said quietly. Sometimes it was best to just come right out with the truth, she told herself. 

Jack and Katie each dragged in a sharp breath. Before they had a chance to say another word, Grace continued. "Not badly, mind you. She's going to be okay. She's down at the doctor's place in town. He's looking after Miss Hardesty for now."

"I went to see her this morning," Tyler announced.

Not knowing he'd done that, Grace looked quizzically at Tyler. "Did you see Hope?"

Tyler nodded. "I sure did. She's looking after Miss Hardesty. And doing a fine job, if you ask me."

"When can we go to see Miss Hardesty?" Katie asked.

Tyler and Grace exchanged looks. She saw Tyler shake his head imperceptibly. "Maybe we should give Miss Hardesty some time to recover," he said. "The doctor will let us know when is a good time to visit."

Grace's heart sank when she saw the disappointment on the faces of the children. They were desperate to see Miss Hardesty.

"Her first name is Mary," Tyler revealed.

"We already knew that," Jack declared firmly. He turned to Katie. "Didn't we?" Katie nodded.

Grace squatted down to the children's level and gazed into their eyes. She could see the worry still lurking there. "We'll keep you both up to date on how Mary is doing. Okay?"

Jack and Katie nodded. Jack's brows furrowed. "Does that mean we're going to be staying here at the ranch?"

Grace masked her surprise at the question. She gazed up at Tyler and saw his equally blank expression. Grace rose and faced Tyler. He looked thoughtful. Had he been wondering about what it would mean for himself and Grace if the children had to remain on the ranch for an extended period of time? Since last night Grace had hardly been able to think about anything else. The arrival of the children, while welcome, would also change the way life was lived around the ranch house. Grace knew she'd have to spend less time running the ranch and more time attending to the children. Of course that prospect also held some real delights. But it was going to mean a huge change to life around the Circle T. 

Grace glanced down at Jack and Katie. There was no way they were going anywhere else, she told herself. "You can stay here as long as you like," she declared.

Both children smiled. Grace glanced at Tyler and saw him nod his head. There was no other option that made sense.

"Can we go and tell Lucia?" Katie asked. All this morning Lucia had talked constantly with the children. The fact that they were remaining at the ranch wouldn't be news to the kindly housekeeper. Grace had already mentioned the possibility to her. But Grace also knew Lucia would share her delight with the children once she knew for sure that they were staying.

"Of you go," Grace told them.

Jack and Katie raced into the house, talking excitedly as they went. The door closed noisily behind them. For a long moment Grace savored the silence. Then she looked at Tyler. "How is Mary? Really."

Tyler's features darkened. "The gunshot wound is bad. But the doc thinks it'll heal. Provided there's no complications with infection."

Grace sighed heavily and stepped out onto the yard. She started to walk toward the corral. She didn't want to take any chances that the children would overhear her speaking with Tyler.

Tyler walked alongside Grace. "Mary is going to be staying at the doc's place for a while longer. Maybe for weeks."

Grace frowned. "What are we going to do about the children?" she asked.

"What do you mean?"

Grace walked on in silence. Reaching the corral she leaned against the wooden fence. "I don't know how to look after children," Grace admitted. "I haven't the faintest idea what I'm supposed to do."

Tyler looked puzzled. "You just do what you'd normally do if you want to make someone feel at home."

His words triggered an instant sensation of unease. "This isn't their home, Tyler," Grace complained. "And I can't have them thinking it is ever going to be their permanent home." For a moment she was shocked at herself. How could she have uttered such cruel words? Of course she'd been worrying about the long term presence of the children. But she hadn't really considered what it would mean if they stayed a long time.

She wrapped her arms around herself and dragged in a deep breath. Inexplicably, she felt panic rise inside herself. Her throat was suddenly tight, making it impossible to swallow. Her heartbeat quickened noticeably.

Tyler frowned and reached out, taking her gently by the shoulders. "Hey, there," he breathed. "There's no need to worry."

She lifted her chin and peered at Tyler. "Who says I'm worried?" When Tyler quickly withdrew his hands she knew she'd snapped at him. "I'm sorry, Tyler, I didn't mean it like that."

Tyler smiled sympathetically. "No need to apologize." Tyler thrust his hands into the pockets of his jeans. He thought for a moment and then said:  "I can help out."

"How?"

Tyler shrugged. "I can come out to the ranch most days. That way I can spend some time with Jack and Katie. I can get to know them. And I've got plenty of ways I can keep them busy."

"You?" Grace asked.

Tyler nodded. "I can keep them up to date on Mary's recovery." He gazed out across the rangeland. "Maybe I can learn a thing or two about ranching."

"But you're the sheriff. You can't just be taking time off to help me out," Grace objected.

"Call it part of my patrol duties," Tyler said brightly.

There were times when her heart sang when she was around Tyler. And this was definitely one of those occasions. He was offering her a solution and she was tempted to take it. The thought of her, Tyler and the children spending time together filled her heart with hope and anticipation.

"Are you sure you can do that?" she asked.

Tyler leaned closer and lowered his voice. "Do you really want to try and stop me?"

His gaze softened. Usually that was the prelude to a kiss. But she knew there might be curious eyes watching from the kitchen. A kiss was out of the question. Disappointment wrapped soft fingers around her heart.

Grace smiled at Tyler. "Okay. That seems like a sensible solution." Her voice quivered.

Tyler smiled and shook his head. "I need to be getting back to town. But I'll be back this afternoon." He started to walk away from her and then halted. Turning to face her he added: "I'm looking forward to being with you and the children." His brows lifted. "It's almost like we're a family already. Don't you think?"

Grace felt her heartbeat quicken when he uttered those words. Family. It was such a simple word. But it promised so much. Since she and Tyler had started stepping out together, she'd kept thoughts of where their friendship might be leading well and truly under control.

Now though, the prospect of being with him and the children filled her mind with a tumult of thoughts. She felt her cheeks flush with heat. "I'll see you later," she said.

Then she followed Tyler back to his horse and watched him mount up and ride off.

Grace turned back to face the house and started planning what she, Tyler and the children could do when he returned.


CHAPTER NINE







Things were getting complicated, Tyler told himself as he headed down the trail toward town. First there had been the robbery; then the rescue of Miss Hardesty and her injuries; then the capture of the outlaw gang. And finally he and Grace were facing a domestic crisis of their own. 

In the distance he could see Testament Creek. It looked pretty in the mid-morning light. He was glad to be coming back to town. But he knew he'd have work to do at the jailhouse. The sooner they dealt with the gang members the sooner he and Grace would be able to concentrate on dealing with the children's needs. That was so important.

He thought about what had happened up at the Circle T and frowned. Grace looked worried. The reality of what it would mean to look after two young children for possibly the next few weeks was just starting to sink in. Tyler realized he'd never seen Grace so concerned. Not even back during the summertime when they'd dealt with their neighboring rancher, the dangerous Rafael Largo. Grace's legal training back in Kansas City had given her a strong sense of justice, Tyler reflected. Largo's nefarious activities were one thing Grace could understand. And she'd dealt with that situation with an admirable determination which had won Tyler's respect.

Being temporary mother figure to Jack and Katie was something entirely different. And it looked like Grace was having trouble coming to terms with it. Tyler was glad he'd be able to go to Grace later in the day and help her in any way he could. Although, it wasn't as if he had experience of looking after children. Tyler had lost his own parents at an early age. He'd been raised by his uncle John, who'd had two boys of his own to raise. Growing up in that household hadn't been easy. Tyler had never fitted in. And, when the time had come, and he'd reached maturity, Tyler had left to seek ranch work. 

Dealing with a household of children wasn't easy, even at the best of times. But he really wanted to help in any way he could. As far as he was concerned, any excuse to be with Grace was good news.

It was Friday. Forty-eight hours until Tyler could attend church.  He figured he might be able to persuade Grace to bring the children to church. Knowing that Grace's personal faith wasn't as strong as his own, Tyler knew he might have some work to do if that was going to happen. But it would be good to stand in church next to Grace and the children. Riding toward town, with hope lifting his spirits, he decided the time had come for him to pray. Lifting up his heart, he prayed silently. 

Lord. I thank You for giving me the strength and wisdom to save Mary Hardesty. I am truly grateful. Bless Mary and grant her a full recovery, Lord. She's a brave woman.

I thank You for bringing Jack and Katie into our protection. Lord, I ask that You grant Grace the wisdom and fortitude to provide for the children while they're at the ranch. 

Grace is a good woman, Lord. And I know she has drifted from the faith over the years. She told me that herself. But I know You are drawing her back to the faith, Lord. And I am happy to be the means for You to do that. Because there is one thing I know, Lord. I love Grace. And I believe she may have feelings for me, too.

Grant me the patience and strength I need to face the coming days with wisdom and love. Amen.

Tyler sighed contentedly. Prayer was important to him. Every time he prayed he felt his spirits lift. Prayer brought renewed hope to his heart. Tyler knew he and Grace would be able to face the coming difficulties, and make something good come out of them. But it wasn't going to be easy. Tyler knew that for a fact.

Reaching town, Tyler rode up Main Street. The boardwalks on both sides of the street were busy with townsfolk going about their daily business. The stores were open, as were the saloons. Tyler frowned when he heard loud noises coming from inside the saloon on the west side of the street. But that would have to wait. He needed to check up on Clint over at the jailhouse.

Tyler reined up at the hitching rail of the jailhouse and dismounted. As he strode up onto the wooden boardwalk, Tyler could hear the sounds of raised voices coming from inside the jailhouse. It was loud. Tyler shook his head, wondering how the prisoners could have kept up that racket since he'd left earlier that morning. Clint's ears would be aching, Tyler told himself as he started to open the jailhouse door.

He stepped inside and found himself in the middle of a riot. Clint was over by the two jail cells. In each of them, the prisoners were holding on to the bars and shouting at Clint.

Tyler slammed the door. The sound brought instant silence to the jailhouse. The prisoners locked eyes on Tyler. Clint turned and saw Tyler. Clint's shoulders dropped in relief. He strode across to Tyler.

"Boss. They won't shut up," Clint complained.

"What's their beef?" Tyler asked wearily.

"I'll tell you what it is, sheriff," the leader of the gang roared. His name was Caleb Black and his features matched his name perfectly. His dark eyes glared at Tyler. "You got no right holding us here like this. Heck. We haven't even spoken to a legal man. We got rights, you know."

Tyler almost laughed out loud. He strode across to the jail cell. Folding his arms he peered through the bars at Caleb Black. "You got rights?"

Black nodded. "There's no proof we did anything wrong."

This time Tyler did laugh. "That's where you're wrong, Black. I have one witness with an unimpeachable character who'll testify against you and your friends in there." 

Black's face turned pale. "You can't go believing the word of a woman."

Tyler just about managed to keep hold of his temper. Indignation rose inside him at the way Black had just dismissed Mary Hardesty's character. "You figured that woman came to harm last night?"

Black peered at Tyler. "She didn't look too good when we got to town." Black sounded hopeful. The fact that he wanted Mary not to survive just made Tyler even more mad. He felt like opening the cell door and facing Black personally. But that wasn't going to happen. There were laws to follow.

Tyler knew Black had seriously misjudged Mary Hardesty's condition. "We have a fine doctor in this town. And a fully-trained nurse, too. In fact it's like a regular hospital over at that house," Tyler declared. "But the woman's going to be fine. And she's got a good memory for faces, too." He took a momentary delight at the way Black's jaw dropped open. The man knew he was lost.

Tyler scanned the faces who were staring at him from behind the bars. "You'll all be taking a ride to Austin. And it'll be my pleasure to make sure you all get a fair trial. Whenever that time comes. In the meantime, I hear the jail over there can be a little bit uncomfortable at times. Seems like the food isn't too good. And the cells are even smaller than these."

Every one of the men exchanged wide-eyed looks. Tyler turned his back on them. He heard them all start to murmur amongst each other. Tyler knew they'd be quiet for the rest of their time in Testament Creek. Their anger had been replaced by worry.

Tyler winked at Clint who smiled right back at him. "I'm going out, Clint. Any trouble, you holler, okay?"

Clint nodded. "I sure will, boss."

Outside Tyler gazed up and down the length of Main Street. He'd enjoyed putting Black and his men firmly in their place. They'd face justice. And that was the way it should be, Tyler told himself.

Tyler leaned against the wooden support post and drew in a deep, satisfied breath. There were days when he couldn't imagine anything finer than being a town sheriff. And this was one of those times.

Suddenly, across the street, the twin batwing doors of the saloon flew open and a body tumbled out, staggered for a few moments and then landed on its back on the dusty ground of Main Street.

"Uh oh," Tyler said out loud and started across the street.

From inside the saloon came men's roaring voices. Tyler heard glass breaking and what sounded like chairs being thrown. Tyler shook his head as he strode past the spread-eagled man lying on his back. Tyler checked quickly that the man hadn't been seriously harmed. The man, who Tyler recognized as one of the ranch hands on a nearby spread, groaned and shook his head.

Tyler shook his head at the man and continued on into the saloon. His suspicions were confirmed when he saw a group of men throwing punches at each other. Broken chairs lay in pieces against the bar which stretched the length of the room. Men and women stood, pressed back against the walls, watching the fighting. 

Tyler groaned. Lifting his head, he called out. "Quit the fighting, men! It ain't even midday."

Heads turned and all eyes settled on Tyler. Arms froze in midair, punches held back. Tyler thrust his thumbs into his belt and gave the men the sternest look he could muster. "You're all starting early today. Is there a special occasion I don't know about?"

Hands dropping to their sides, the group of men separated and walked away from each other. Tyler knew the men. And he knew they were regular troublemakers. But, in contrast to the criminals in his jail who were willing to resort to serious violence, Tyler knew that the worst thing these men would do would involve taking one drink too many and throwing a few punches. That was bad enough, but Tyler knew how bad it could get.

Tyler gave each of the men a stern look. "I've told you about this before. How hard is it to be just plain civil to each other?" The men lowered their eyes as if shamed by Tyler's words. He glanced at the broken chairs. "Now I hope you're all going to help clean up this mess you've made. You know I don't have room for you all in the jail at the moment. Otherwise I would not hesitate to take you all over there right now and lock you up."

Tyler suddenly felt like a schoolteacher scolding some unruly students. But these were grown men. Sometimes he couldn't understand why folks couldn't get along.

The men started to do as Tyler asked. The folks by the walls started to rearrange the tables back into some kind of order. Tyler sighed and glanced at the owner of the saloon who was standing behind the long bar. The man smiled back at him, clearly grateful for the sheriff's help.

Tyler turned and walked out of the saloon. He saw some passersby look curiously across at him. The trouble was over. For now. Tyler smiled at them and started to make his way down the boardwalk. He spent the next few moments trying to regain that sense of delight he'd felt a few moments ago when he'd stood outside the jailhouse and reminded himself just how much he loved being the sheriff of Testament Creek.

A few minutes later he was crossing the street near the hotel when a woman came running up to him. She halted in front of him. Tyler recognized the woman as Mrs Monaghan, a widow who lived on the east side of town. Ever since she'd lost her husband a few years ago, Mrs Monaghan had had to bring up her three boys on her own. Tyler had heard stories about some of the difficulties she'd had. The boys, aged between six and ten were a handful. 

"What is it, Mrs Monaghan?" Tyler asked her.

"It's about my oldest boy, Calvin," Mrs Monaghan gasped. Tyler could hear the worry in her voice. "He's gone missing."

"Missing!" Tyler exclaimed.

Mrs Monaghan nodded. "I just got a visit from the school teacher. She said Calvin didn't go to school this morning." She frowned. "I don't understand it. I gave him his lunch pail and saw him off. Just like any other day. His brothers went with him. They arrived at the schoolhouse. But Calvin didn't." She shook her head. "I don't understand it."

Tyler gazed steadily at Mrs Monaghan. He schooled his features, eager that she not see even a hint of what he was thinking. She might not understand why Calvin hadn't gone to school. 

But Tyler did. 

The rumor mill in town had been on fire recently. In a town as small as Testament Creek it was hard to keep a secret. Tyler had learned that the hard way. Ever since he'd started stepping out with Grace, hardly a day passed without someone asking him when he and Grace were going to get married. Luckily, so far, no-one had asked him that question when he'd been with Grace. If that happened there would sure to be fireworks, Tyler reflected.

"What am I going to do?" Mrs Monaghan pleaded. 

Tyler took her arm gently. "I think I might have an idea where I can find Calvin."

"You do?" Mrs Monaghan asked wide-eyed.

Tyler nodded. "You just leave it with me, Mrs Monaghan. I'll go find him." He smiled reassuringly at her. "Don't you worry about a thing, ma'am. Everything's going to be alright."

Mrs Monaghan looked like she was about to ask Tyler how he could be so sure, but he moved her gently toward the boardwalk on the other side of the street. "You go along home, now. I'll bring Calvin back to you as soon as I can. Then, if you like, you can give him a good talking-to."

A clearly puzzled Mrs Monaghan walked slowly away from Tyler. She glanced back at him a couple of times and then reached the boardwalk. 

Tyler started back toward the jail house. If he was going to bring Calvin Monaghan back safely to his mother, Tyler knew he'd need his horse. As he mounted his horse, Tyler smiled. He knew where Calvin had gone. The only place around these parts where young people went who were stepping out together. Tyler had been there with Grace a few times. It was one of the most beautiful places around these parts.

Sweetheart Bend was on the river about a mile south of town. It was a favorite place for couples. And, for those young enough to enjoy such things, there was a rope swing hanging from the large tree which arched across the edge of the river. 

As he started to ride off, Tyler smiled. Calvin Monaghan was in love with his sweetheart, a girl from school. Or so Tyler had heard. If it wasn't love then it was definitely an infatuation.

On the gossip grapevine, Tyler had heard that Calvin was sweet on Mary-Lou Webb. She was the same age as Calvin. And recently the scandal was that they'd been seen holding hands while coming out of the mercantile after buying some sugar candy. Most folks thought their friendship was sweet and funny, all at the same time. 

Tyler remembered when he himself had been sweet on a girl at his school. Her parents had left town a few months after Tyler and the girl had become friendly. And, of course, they'd taken his sweetheart with them. When Alice had left, Tyler had thought his world had ended.

As he rode south along Main Street, Tyler realized it was turning out to be one of those days. The kind where he didn't stop dealing with all sorts of problems. Only one thing worried him, though.

With all this going on in town today, would he be able to keep his word and go to the Circle T ranch and see the children and Grace?


CHAPTER TEN







"Lucia. Have you seen the children?" Grace asked the ranch housekeeper a few hours after Tyler had left. 

"No, ma'am," Lucia replied looking up from the kitchen table at which she was peeling potatoes.

Grace frowned. The house had been eerily quiet for the last hour or so. Grace had been in the parlor waiting for Tyler to arrive. It was almost four o'clock and he still hadn't come to the ranch. Grace had assumed the children were up in their room. But when she'd gone up to speak with them she'd found their room empty.

Worry clutched at Grace's heart. She'd already been out around the ranch house searching for Jack and Katie. But there was no sign of them.

Lucia looked thoughtfully at Grace. "I did hear Cal talking with the children this morning."

"Cal?" Grace asked. "What was he talking to them about?"

Lucia narrowed her eyes. "They were asking him about looking after cattle. What it's like to be a rancher. He promised he'd show them what he does when he's working with the herd." Lucia smiled. "Jack was really excited about that."

"Surely they haven't gone searching for the herd," Grace speculated. The thought of Jack and Katie running around the rangeland hunting for cattle scared Grace. So many things could happen to them. Being around cattle was dangerous. 

Lucia shook her head. "Cal said the children could visit him and Prudence. Then he'd show them around the spread. Give them a tour, he said."

So that was it, Grace said to herself. She was sure the children had decided to take Cal up on his offer. The cabin Cal had built for himself and Prudence to live in as a married couple was about a ten minute ride away. It lay east of the main ranch house and was easy to find because it lay on one of the trails which criss-crossed the ranch. 

Grace figured Cal would have told the children how to find the cabin. Having been brought up in an orphanage Grace was sure Jack and Katie were both used to taking advantage of any chance to have an adventure. And living on a ranch must seem like the biggest adventure they'd ever had, Grace told herself.

"I'm going over to see Prudence," Grace announced.

She left the house and saddled up her horse. Soon she was riding out across the rangeland. Any thoughts of why Tyler hadn't arrived were banished as Grace rode across the beautiful land she owned along with the two women who'd become her best friends.

As she rode, Grace took some time to enjoy the beautiful landscape. Rolling, grass-covered hills stretched off into the distance. There wasn't a cloud in the sky. The air smelled sweet with the aroma of flowers. The wind flowed through Grace's loose blonde hair. 

Cal had given all three women horse riding lessons soon after they'd arrived to take possession of the ranch. The lessons had paid off. Grace was confident on horseback. Riding across the rangeland had become one of her personal delights.

Grace kept her eyes peeled, just in case she saw the children. But, by the time she was over halfway to Prudence and Cal's cabin, Grace was sure she wouldn't find Jack or Katie on the trail. If the children had set out an hour ago, they'd already be at the cabin.

Grace crested a ridge and looked down into a shallow valley. The trail curved down the hill and ran past the small cabin which was nestled alongside a tributary of the main creek which ran through the spread.

This was Prudence's dream home. Or at least that was the way her friend had described it after Cal had surprised her one day. He'd brought her out along the trail on a buckboard, promising Prudence a big surprise. Reaching the exact ridge where Grace was currently seated atop her horse, Cal had told Prudence to cover her eyes. 

Then he'd told her to look and Prudence had squealed with delight when she'd seen the cabin for the first time. Grace smiled as she recalled Prudence's excitement when she'd recounted the event to herself and Hope over tea in the parlor of the ranch house.

Grace had to admit it was a beautiful cabin. And the location was perfect, including as it did a perfect view southward. The cabin was built on a wide stretch of flat land. There was plenty of room for future expansion. Grace dug her heels into her horse's sides and rode down the hill, eager to find out if the children were here.

She halted her horse in front of the cabin and dismounted. Up close, it was obvious the cabin was well-constructed. This was no sod house. The logs were of thick timber. Gaps between the logs had been filled with chink. There would be no chilling drafts during winter. The roof was angled and well covered. Smoke drifted up out of a small chimney. The front of the cabin had two windows. One for the main living area. Another for the bedroom Cal and Prudence shared. Both windows were covered with simple panes of glass and hung on the inside with floral-patterned curtains.

Grace smiled. Prudence had been right. This was a cozy place to live. Perfect in every way. A good place to start a family, too. The thought of children dragged Grace's attention back to the reason she'd come to the cabin.

As she tied up her horse's reins, Grace heard familiar voices from inside the cabin. Then she heard laughter. She heard Prudence say something. There was a long pause and then the sound of children giggling came from inside. Any lingering worries faded as Grace smiled and shook her head. One thing this did confirm. Both children had adventurous spirits. Thinking back to what she'd said to Tyler, Grace realized that would mean there was even more to worry about. 

Grace went to the door and knocked. The voices inside the cabin quietened immediately. The door opened and Prudence smiled at Grace. Prudence's eyes were bright with delight.

"Have you come to find someone?" Prudence asked.

Grace glanced over Prudence's shoulder. "I thought I heard some laughing," she said. "I thought I'd find Jack and Katie here."

Prudence waved a hand and Grace entered the cabin. The children were sitting at the table in the center of the room. In the middle of the table was a plate piled high with biscuits. Jack and Katie each grasped a glass filled with water in one hand and a biscuit in the other. Their eyes widened with concern as they watched Grace enter the cabin.

"There you both are," Grace declared and smiled at the children. "I wondered where you'd got to."

Prudence went to the table and sat across from the children. "They decided to pay me a surprise visit. Apparently Cal gave them instructions on how to find the cabin. It seems he told Jack he'd show him how to become a ranch hand."

Grace's brows lifted. "He did?" She smiled at Jack. "Is that what you want to be?"

Jack shrugged and then bit into his biscuit. 

"Jack says he wants to be a cowboy," Katie said and then rolled her eyes. 

When she shook her head, Jack frowned. "I did not."

"You did," Katie replied instantly. 

"Children," Grace said abruptly and took a seat next to them. "Next time you decide to go wandering around the ranch, please let me know." Grace tried her best to not sound annoyed. However, judging by the furrowed brows on each of the children's faces, it seemed she hadn't entirely succeeded. All chewing of biscuits had been temporarily suspended as the children seemed to be making up their minds about whether or not they'd just been scolded. As both children stared back at Grace, she shifted uneasily on the wooden bench.

Grace felt a sinking sensation in her middle. Before Grace had a chance to add anything, Prudence came to the rescue. "I think what my good friend is trying to say is that she was worried about you. And she wants you both to have a lovely time while you're here at the Circle T." Prudence lifted her brows and peered at Grace. "Isn't that so?" Prudence added.

Grace swallowed and then nodded at the children. "Of course. After all, you're probably going to be here for a while. We just want to make sure your time here is enjoyable." As she said those words, Grace thought about the uncertainty of Jack and Katie's future. There were so many unanswered questions. But, right now, she just needed to reassure both children.

They glanced at each other and nodded. "I hope we didn't make you too worried, Grace," Katie said in a quiet voice.

Grace felt her heart fill with emotion. She almost choked up when she saw the genuine regret written on each of the children's faces. Grace smiled and then reached across and laid a hand on Katie's arm. For a moment, Grace was lost for words.

"I'm going to speak with Grace for a moment, children," Prudence said and stood. "Help yourself to the biscuits. We'll be back in a minute." Grace wondered how Prudence could sound so at ease with the children. Then she remembered that Prudence had grown up in a house full of siblings.

Grace followed Prudence outside and closed the door behind her. Prudence walked a few yards away from the house and wrapped her arms around herself. Turning, she faced Grace. "It's going to take a while for the children to get used to being on the ranch. It must seem like a different world to them. Especially after what they've been used to."

Grace nodded. "The Circle T is nothing like an orphanage."

Prudence gazed sympathetically at Grace. "I think you're going to have to get used to them running off like that." Prudence laughed quietly. "They'll keep you on your toes."

"Mmmm," Grace muttered.

"I thought you said Tyler was coming this afternoon," Prudence said.

Grace shook her head. "He didn't show up." Grace frowned. "I guess he's busy doing sheriff things."

Prudence grinned. "If you give him a chance, I think he's going to be helpful looking after the children. I saw how enthusiastic he was about spending time with them."

Grace furrowed her brows and then nodded. "At least Tyler believes he can do that."

Prudence tilted her head and squinted at Grace. "Aren't you happy to be with the children?"

Grace sighed. "With Hope in town helping the doctor. And you living here with Cal, I'm all on my own over at the ranch house."

Prudence rested a hand against Grace's arm. "I'm sure you'll do a fine job for however long the children are here."

Grace looked urgently at Prudence. "It could be weeks. Or months." 

"That just means more time to get to know them," Prudence said, obviously trying to sound reassuring.

Grace shook her head. "I don't know what I'm doing, Prudence. I feel like I've been thrown in at the deep end. I have no experience looking after children."

"I'll help as much as I can," Prudence said and then looked suddenly thoughtful. Prudence shifted some loose hairs back behind her ear. "Although I won't be able to do as much as I'd like."

Grace saw her friend's brows furrow. "What is it?" she asked Prudence.

Prudence glanced at Grace and looked about to say something. Prudence's eyes moistened with emotion. Grace wondered what could have caused the sudden change. 

Suddenly there came a crashing sound from inside the cabin. She heard Katie's voice cry out loud and then Jack's forceful reply. Prudence dashed past Grace and headed for the cabin door. Grace followed behind. Once inside the cabin, she saw that Jack's glass lay shattered on the wooden floor. Water had spilled across the surface in a wide pool.

"I dropped it," Jack explained. He cast a stern glance at Katie and then his lips tightened into a thin line. Grace asked herself what had really happened. Maybe she'd find out once she got Jack and Katie back to the ranch house.

As Prudence kneeled down on the floor and started to pick up the pieces of broken glass, Grace went to her and started to help. She wondered what Prudence had been about to tell her outside in the yard. There was something on Prudence's mind. Whatever it was it meant that Grace wouldn't be able to rely on her friend for as much help as she would have liked. She missed having Prudence around the ranch house. There was nothing like having a friend around to provide help whenever it was needed.

Grace knew she'd just have to get on with the job of making sure Jack and Katie were happy at the Circle T.


CHAPTER ELEVEN







Tyler finally arrived at the Circle T just after seven o'clock. The sun was setting and the air was cooler. As he rode into the yard of the Circle T ranch house, Tyler ran the day's events over in his mind. 

Since the moment he'd brought young Calvin Monaghan back to his mother, Tyler hadn't stopped working. Calvin's mother had been glad to see her son, of course. But, after her initial relief, she'd made it clear, holding onto Calvin's jacket sleeve as she stood at the door of their home, that she did not approve of Calvin skipping school. Tyler had explained that Calvin had gone wandering down the riverbank.  

What Tyler had omitted to mention was that Mary-Lou Webb had fallen into the river while swinging on the tree rope at Sweetheart Bend. Sometimes Tyler knew when it was necessary to be selective with the facts. This was one of those occasions. Tyler had arrived just in time to save Mary-Lou as she was splashing around in the water while Calvin had been getting ready to hurl himself into the river to rescue her.

Calvin was clearly embarrassed and ashamed of himself. Tyler had brought both children back with him and had already delivered Mary-Lou Webb back to her parents' house. Mary-Lou's mother had stared disbelievingly at her bedraggled daughter. She'd demanded an explanation from Tyler but he'd just told her he'd explain things to her some other time. All that mattered was that Mary-Lou was home, safe and sound.

As Tyler watched Mrs Monaghan escort Calvin into the house, he reckoned the infatuation between the boy and Mary-Lou Webb was well and truly over. There would be awkward looks in class, whenever the two of them made it back to the schoolhouse.

After attending to that duty, one thing after another had claimed Tyler's time for the rest of the afternoon. There had been more trouble at the saloon. And a guest had tried to skip town without paying his bill at the hotel. On top of all that, there had been the matter of arranging for the transport of Caleb Black and his outlaws so they could face trial in Austin.

As Tyler tied up his horse on the hitching rail in front of the porch, the ranch house's front door opened. Tyler's heart quickened when he saw Grace emerging. Instantly, though, his enthusiasm faded when he saw the way Grace was looking at him. She looked upset.

"Evening, Grace," Tyler said and touched the front brim of his Stetson.

Grace peered steadily at Tyler. "You missed dinner, I'm afraid." He could hear a disappointed tone in her voice. He knew he'd promised he'd return earlier. But there had been so much to attend to, it had proven impossible to get away from town.

"That's okay. I can get something when I get back to town."

Grace wrapped her arms around herself and sank down onto the porch bench. Tyler sat down next to her. He looked at Grace but she resolutely kept her gaze on the rangeland out front of the house. By the firm set of her jawline and the furrowed ridges of her brows he figured she was concerned about something. He knew what might be causing her to feel like that.

Tyler sighed heavily. "You would not believe what kind of a day I have had." He'd already worked out everything he was going to tell her. He was sure she'd find the tale of Calvin and Mary-Lou entertaining.

Grace turned her head and peered at him. "The children ran away from the ranch house." She said it almost casually.

Tyler's brows lifted in a line. A sudden panic seized him. He twisted in the seat and faced Grace. "You got them back, I take it," he demanded. For a moment, he thought he'd misjudged her reaction to his late arrival. She hadn't just been angry he was late in coming. She'd been genuinely worried that the children had gotten into trouble.

To his relief, Grace nodded. "They ran to Prudence and Cal's place. I found them there." She sighed. "They were fine."

Tyler leaned back and breathed a heavy sigh. "That's good news."

Grace frowned. "They gave me a fright. Just running off like that." She shook her head.

"That's what children do," Tyler suggested, thinking about Calvin and Mary-Lou.

Grace's head whirled round to face him. "All the time? Do you know how dangerous that could be in a place like this?"

Tyler shrugged. "I don't see how we can stop them. They're probably just excited they've ended up living on a ranch."

"Visiting a ranch," Grace said, correcting Tyler. He peered at Grace and decided he wasn't going to talk about how long the children would be staying at the Circle T. Since he'd met Grace back in the summer, they hadn't had a proper argument about anything. He wasn't about to have one with her now. Especially about the children.

"Cal has been telling Jack all about ranching," Grace said. She smiled. "I think Jack has got it into this head he wants to be a cowboy."

Tyler grinned. "Already? He's only just arrived on the ranch." He lifted a brow. "Maybe Jack has been hearing tall tales at the orphanage. Those dime novels can put silly ideas into a boy's head." Tyler smiled at Grace. "Speaking of young folks getting up to silly things, let me tell you about Calvin Monaghan."

"Who's he?" Grace asked.

Tyler quirked a brow and leaned a hand against the back of the seat. "He's a ten-year-old boy who lives with his mother and brothers in town." Then Tyler recounted what had happened with Calvin and Mary-Lou Webb. Grace listened attentively, shaking her head from time to time as Tyler described what had happened. Finally, to Tyler's delight, Grace laughed out loud when he got to the part about saving Mary-Lou from the river and returning the drenched girl  to her mother.

"Seems like we both had trouble with children today," Grace admitted. She leaned back against the seat. Her long blonde hair settled, gossamer-like, across the back of his hand. The sensation sent waves of delight coursing through his body. He schooled his features, eager that Grace not realize the secret joy he was feeling.

Grace turned her head and looked at Tyler. Her gaze was soft. Sharing the events of his day with her seemed to have eased some of her nervousness. For a moment, Tyler thought to himself that this was what it would be like to return home to Grace after a hard day's work. If he and Grace were truly one, if they were married, this would be a daily occurrence. He realized he liked how it felt to be coming home to Grace. And with children inside the ranch house, it felt almost like coming home to family. It was still a dream, though, he told himself. 

Those thoughts triggered memories of the time when Tyler had been living with his uncle and cousins. Tyler felt his muscles become tense. Families weren't always a haven of peace and happiness. But, if the Lord ever granted him a family of his own, Tyler was determined they would live in a home filled with joy.

He saw Grace's eyes narrow slightly. "What are you thinking about?" she asked softly.

Tyler moved closer to Grace. "I was thinking about you," he stated quietly.

Her brows lifted in a delightful way. Her features softened. "Me?" 

Tyler lifted a brow. "You know I can hardly stop thinking about you."

Grace's lower lip pouted into an exquisite and tempting fullness. "I don't know anything of the sort, Tyler Smith," she said. By the tone of her voice he could tell his statement had pleased her.

Encouraged, Tyler shifted closer. Lifting his hand to the back of her head, he snaked his fingers through her soft hair. Aware he was doing that, she leaned her head back slightly, lifting her chin. Tyler felt his throat tighten. He dragged in a calming breath and reached out his hand, cupping her chin with his fingers.

Grace's gaze softened as she looked deep into Tyler's eyes. Then he dipped his head and kissed Grace. He heard her draw in a breath and sigh. Her lips were warm and soft. Tyler's heartbeat quickened as he kissed Grace. He felt the heat of her skin against his fingers. 

When Tyler finally lifted his head and gazed in wonder at Grace, he saw that her cheeks had flushed a delightful shade of pink. Grace smiled at Tyler. "I missed you today," she murmured.

Tyler sighed. "Seemed like everyone in town wanted me to do something for them today. I just couldn't get away."

Grace curled her fingers around Tyler's hand. "You're here now. That's all that matters. Maybe tomorrow you won't be so busy. You can spend some time with me and the children."

Tyler met Grace's gaze with a blank look.

"What?" Grace asked sitting upright and dropping her hands to he lap.

Tyler cleared his throat. "About tomorrow."

"What about it?"

Tyler placed his hand over Grace's. As if sensing that something bad was coming, Grace tugged her hand loose. "I've got something important I have to do tomorrow."

"More important than being with me and the children?" Grace asked abruptly.

"We have to transport the outlaw gang that took Miss Hardesty. We're taking them to a jail near Austin." Tyler frowned. 

"How long is that going to take?" Grace asked.

Tyler hesitated. "The whole day. There and back, we'll be gone from early morning until evening." He knew it wasn't what she wanted to hear, but there was nothing he could do about it. The sooner Black and his gang were in custody, the better. 

"I need to get those men out of Testament Creek, Grace," Tyler explained. "You know how the law works. I need to get them to that jail in Austin so I can be sure that they'll get the justice they deserve."

"Miss Hardesty isn't going to be in any fit state to testify for a while," Grace observed. "She won't be able to travel to a court in Austin for weeks."

"Even more reason to make sure Black and his men are locked up. They're causing a whole lot of trouble down at the jailhouse," Tyler said.

Grace looked instantly concerned. "Nothing serious, I hope."

Tyler shook his head. "No. But I'll feel better once they're gone. If they have to sweat it out in an Austin jail for a few weeks before a trial, then so be it."

Grace nodded thoughtfully. Now that she seemed to understand what was at stake, Grace appeared to accept that Tyler had a job to do.

"Hope came back from the doctor's house tonight," Grace revealed. "She says that Miss Hardesty wants the children to pay her a visit. Hope thinks it's a good idea. It'll raise Miss Hardesty's spirits to see the children." Grace tilted her head. "Although the doctor insists it'll only be a short visit."

"When are you taking the children into town?" Tyler asked.

"Tomorrow," Grace replied.

Tyler felt a sinking sensation in his middle. He knew he would have enjoyed sharing that visit with Grace and the children. But it wasn't to be. Now, the last thing he wanted to be doing on a Saturday was to be riding all the way to Austin with a dozen deputies guarding some outlaws.

As if realizing that his journey to Austin might be dangerous, Grace moved closer to Tyler. "You will be careful, won't you, Tyler? Promise me."

Tyler was quietly gratified by her concern. He forced himself to smile. "I'll have a dozen men helping me. And the outlaws will be tied up. Nothing will go wrong." He leaned closer. "You can trust me on that. Aren't you always telling me how good I am at doing my job?"

Even as she smiled at him, he saw worry hovering at the back of her eyes. He kissed Grace softly. 

"You come and see me as soon as you get back," Grace said firmly. 

Tyler grinned. "If that's an order, ma'am, I'll make sure I do just that," he said brightly.

Grace stood and reached down a hand to Tyler. "Come on inside and saw hello to the children. They're dying to know what you got up to today."

Tyler stood. Holding Grace's hand felt good. For a long moment, he held her gaze. His heart filled with a warmth which was fast becoming familiar. 

This was the woman he loved. The woman he would always love.

Grace released his hand and smiled at him. Then Tyler followed her into the ranch house.


CHAPTER TWELVE







Grace drove the buckboard along Main Street early on Saturday morning. Next to her sat Hope, Jack and Katie. As Grace drove the buckboard past the sheriff's office, she glanced at the door and wondered if Tyler might still be inside. But she knew he would probably have already left for Austin. Worry clutched her heart. She'd spend the entire day thinking about Tyler. Waiting for him to return safely would be excruciating.

Grace pulled the buckboard to a halt outside the mercantile. Hope got down, followed by Jack and Katie.

Hope held her leather bag containing some of the things she'd need when she went to the doctor's house. "I'll see you all over at the doctor's place," Hope said and smiled at the children.

Jack and Katie nodded. Grace could see the slight trepidation in their eyes. Back at the ranch house, the children had been unusually quiet over the kitchen table during breakfast. They knew they were going to see Miss Hardesty and they were probably wondering what it would be like to visit the doctor.

"Okay. Do you want me to buy you anything while I'm in the mercantile?" Grace asked Hope.

Hope shook her head. "No." She patted her bag. "I have everything I need in here," she added.

Then Hope made her way along the boardwalk. A few passersby glanced with obvious curiosity at Grace, Jack and Katie. Newcomers were still a novelty, Grace reflected. She recalled how it had been when she, Prudence and Hope had arrived earlier in the year. As the new owners of one of the biggest ranches in these parts, the three women had been an object of great curiosity. But, after the events of the summer, it seemed their place in Testament Creek was assured.

Grace smiled at the passersby. Jack and Katie raced to the window of the mercantile and peered inside. She was sure they had plenty of ideas about what they wanted Grace to buy for them.

Grace led the children into the mercantile and spent the next half hour perusing the shelves. She had a list of things which were needed back at the ranch. Working her way through the list, she piled her purchases on the counter. The children seemed more interested in candy than anything else. They inspected the display of large glass jars, pointing at some of them with obvious relish. 

With her own shopping complete, Grace finally added one more item. Two small bouquets of flowers. One for Jack and one for Katie. She figured that Miss Hardesty would be delighted if the children brought her flowers.

Before she paid for everything, Grace went to the children and let them choose some candy. Each of the children held a large paper bag while the owner of the mercantile filled it up with their preferred candies. Jack's eyes were wide with anticipation, as were Katie's. 

It was at times like this that Grace reminded herself the restrictions under which the children had been living during their brief lives. Having been brought up in relative comfort, Grace could hardly imagine what it would be like to not even have enough money to buy a piece of candy. She smiled as she observed the excitement of the children. It didn't seem to take very much for them to be happy, Grace reflected.

Once the purchases were made, the children helped Grace take the bags out to the buckboard and load them onto the back. Once again, passersby slowed and watched as Grace and the children stacked the bags onto the buckboard. Knowing how gossip spread in town, Grace predicted tongues would be wagging about the children and the owner of the Circle T. Grace imagined that the doctor would have honored his obligations to keep Miss Hardesty's details private. So the townsfolk might not know too much about what had happened to bring the children and their companion to Testament Creek.

Glancing across at the jailhouse, Grace felt an urge to go across to the other side of Main Street. Smiling at Jack and Katie who were munching on candy, Grace said: "Wait here, children. I'll be back in a moment. Promise me you won't wander off," she added firmly.

Both children looked up at Grace and nodded. "We promise," Katie said.

Jack nodded. "Promise, ma'am."

Grace sighed. Maybe something useful had come out of yesterday's escapade, after all, Grace admitted to herself as she started to make her way across Main Street. Lifting her skirts, she stepped quickly across the dusty road, narrowly avoiding an oncoming buckboard.

Grace knocked on the door to the jailhouse and heard a voice from inside telling her to enter. Grace pushed the door open and leaned her head inside the jailhouse. She saw the two empty jail cells. A man sat at the long table to the right of the room. She recognized Lucas White, one of Tyler's regular young deputies. He stood when he saw Grace.

"Grace. What can I do for you?" Lucas asked coming around the desk.

Grace held the door. "I just wanted to know what time Tyler left this morning. I know he's going to Austin with those outlaws."

Lucas nodded and thrust his thumbs into the pockets of his jeans. "They left at sunrise, Grace," he said. "Tyler took twelve men with him. I don't think you have anything to worry about. Black's men were tied up like chickens for a roasting. They won't be causing any trouble for the likes of Tyler and his men."

Grace asked herself if her concern was so obvious. "That's reassuring. When do you figure they'll be back?"

Lucas tilted his head and thought for a moment. "They left early. Assuming there's no hitches, I reckon he'll be back by sundown at the latest." Lucas advanced toward Grace. "Maybe even earlier."

She knew he was trying to be kind. Trying to alleviate her worries. Plenty could go wrong when prisoners were being transported. 

Lucas rested a hand on the door. He peered at Grace with a kindly expression. "He'll be fine, Grace. Don't you go worrying about Tyler Smith. He can take care of himself."

Grace nodded. "You're right, Lucas. Thank you."

Then she left the jailhouse and started across the road. The children were still standing by the buckboard. They'd kept their promises. At least that was progress, Grace told herself. They all got onto the buckboard and Grace drove it across town to the doctor's house. 

After she stepped down from buckboard, Grace reached into a small bag and handed the two bouquets of flowers to the children. "These are for you to give to Miss Hardesty," she told them.

Jack and Katie took the flowers and looked, wide-eyed, at each other. 

When Doc Clanton opened the door he smiled when he saw Grace and the children. "Good morning," he said brightly and ushered them all into the house. The doctor grinned at Jack and Katie. "You both look splendid." Grace agreed with the doctor, although she'd already decided that the next shopping trip to town would be to buy some new clothes for the children. "I'm sure Miss Hardesty is going to be delighted to see you both," the doctor continued. "She's been asking for you all morning."

Jack and Katie smiled at one another when they heard that.

Grace glanced at Doc Clanton. Hope had told her that the doctor was cautious about the children's visit. But he wasn't showing that caution now. He understood this might be hard for Jack and Katie. He was trying to put them at their ease.

Doc Clanton extended a hand to the three of them. "Come," he said and they followed him down the hall toward Mary Hardesty's room.

Grace walked behind Jack and Katie. She rested a hand gently on their backs, guiding them slowly toward the room. The doctor halted at the closed door. He knocked and Hope opened the door. 

Hope smiled at the children and then turned and faced back into the room. "You have two visitors, Miss Hardesty," Hope announced quietly.

Mary Hardesty's voice came from inside the room. "How lovely," Grace heard her say.

Hope turned to the children and gestured for them to come into the room. The doctor remained in the corridor as Grace followed the children into the room. 

Grace's first impression of Miss Hardesty was that she looked much better than she'd expected. Mary Hardesty's eyes were bright and her face wasn't too pale. She looked rested. Obviously the doctor and Hope were providing good care. Miss Hardesty tried to sit up, but Hope gently advised her to remain lying on her back. 

The children walked to the bed, each clutching the small bouquets of flowers. When Miss Hardesty saw the children and the flowers, her eyes moistened with emotion. "Oh! Look at you two!" she gasped, clearly affected by the sight of the children.

Hope glanced at Grace, a stern expression on her face. Although they'd wanted to allow the children to pay a visit, it was clear that the doctor and Hope didn't want Miss Hardesty getting too excited. She still had a long road to travel on her recovery. Gunshot wounds, even slight ones, were notoriously difficult to heal.

Miss Hardesty reached out and took the flowers from the children. She inhaled them and then smiled at Jack and Katie. "You bought these for me? How kind."

The children glanced at Grace and smiled. Buying the flowers had been a good decision.

"We hope you're going to get better," Katie said.

Jack nodded. "And real soon," he added.

Miss Hardesty glanced at Hope. "Well. I'm doing my best."

"You're in good hands," Grace offered. 

Hope smiled at Grace, as if to thank her for the compliment. "Miss Hardesty is getting better, children," Hope said looking at Jack and Katie. "I'm sure she's very happy to see you both here, today."

"I am," Miss Hardesty agreed. "You've both brightened my day. But tell me, how do you like living up at the ranch?" she asked the children.

Jack and Katie proceeded to tell Miss Hardesty all about their new life up at the Circle T. From time to time, Grace added a few comments. Above all she wanted Miss Hardesty to take comfort from the fact that the children were staying in a safe place. During the entire conversation there was no mention of the robbery, nor of the outlaws. Grace saw both Jack and Katie looking at Miss Hardesty's injured area with visible concern. 

After about fifteen minutes it was clear that Miss Hardesty was getting tired. Hope gently hinted that it was time for the visit to come to an end. Miss Hardesty and the children looked disappointed, but they accepted the need for the meeting to end.

Before leaving the room, both Katie and Jack kissed Miss Hardesty on the cheek. That simple gesture triggered another wave of emotion in the woman. It was clear to Grace that Miss Hardesty had formed a strong attachment to Jack and Katie. The children's visit had achieved a great deal of good. As she ushered them out of the room, Grace thanked the doctor for agreeing to the visit.

Outside, the children were quiet and seemed thoughtful. Grace told herself that perhaps the visit had brought home the reality of their situation. There had been no mention of the future. No talk of how long it might be before Miss Hardesty would resume her journey west with Jack and Katie. Or even if that would be possible, given the seriousness of what had happened.

There would be time for those conversations later, Grace told herself as she drove the buckboard away from the doctor's house.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN







It had been a long ride, but they were almost there, Tyler reflected as he rode alongside his men. The trail they'd picked up a few miles back would lead them eventually to the outskirts of Austin. It stretched across the rolling hillsides, cutting through deep valleys and alongside a long river which meandered southwards toward the coast. Tyler gazed up ahead, trying to see any sign of their destination. Just outside Austin they'd find a military fort and a temporary jailhouse for the men in their care. 

It was early in the afternoon and the sun was high in the azure blue Texas sky. They'd left Testament Creek at sunrise. Tyler had hoped the early start would mean they'd reach Austin just after lunchtime. But there had been delays. A horse had stepped in a hole and had needed to be cared for. And, as they'd attended to the horse, one of the gang had made an ill-fated attempt at escape. Tyler had taken care of that himself, running down the man and catching him as he tried to cross the river. It had been a desperate attempt by a man clearly terrified by the prospect of justice.

Black had complained for the entire journey. Since leaving Testament Creek, Black had let loose with endless tirades against Tyler and his twelve deputies. Tyler had ignored every word which had come out of Black's foul mouth. Clearly, the outlaw was feeling the pressure of his impending imprisonment.

The gang of men rode surrounded by a circle of Tyler's deputies. As had been the case when they'd been captured, the gang were outnumbered two to one. Each one of Tyler's deputies was a man who he was sure he could trust with his life. They were men who were committed to making sure Testament Creek was a decent, God-fearing town. After the way the previous sheriff had tried to corrupt life in the town, it seemed the men of Testament had decided that there had been enough lawlessness. That was the reason Tyler had a list of men who'd volunteered to make themselves available, no matter what the circumstances.

Tyler ran his gaze around the squad of men and grinned. He was proud of them. The Lord was shaping Testament Creek into a godly town. A place fit for families. A peaceful place where folks could live decent lives safe from harm. Evil had no place in Testament Creek. Tyler lifted his heart and offered up a prayer to the Lord, asking Him for the strength and wisdom so he could play his part in making Testament Creek into a town people would be proud to call home.

When Tyler's mind drifted to thoughts of Grace, his heart warmed immediately. He knew she would be worried. He'd seen it in her eyes last night. But she was strong. She understood he had a job to do. Getting rid of Black and his men would mean life could return to some kind of normality. 

Part of that included Tyler's continuing attempts to court Grace. He knew he was courting her, even if she wasn't willing to admit it. Tyler knew Grace was trying to hold him at arm's length. She was a strong-minded woman with clear ideas about what kind of life she wanted. He understood she was still trying to get used to life on the ranch. Coming from Kansas City, like she had, Grace's previous life had revolved around working in a legal office. It couldn't have been a greater contrast to the way she, Hope and Prudence were living now. Inheriting the ranch had changed all their lives. 

Tyler smiled. If it hadn't have been for that inheritance he'd never have met Grace. Probably, he'd still be a deputy to the sheriff who'd been so corrupt. 

Grace had transformed his life in so many ways. Tyler thought about the future. He thought about what it might mean if he asked Grace to become his wife. Would she even accept his proposal? Right now, Tyler had to admit he wasn't exactly sure. 

He loved Grace. And he hoped she loved him. She'd hinted as much, but he still felt she was holding back from really committing herself to him. Just like always when he thought about such things, Tyler felt frustration clutch at him. Winning Grace was proving difficult. But he wasn't going to give up. 

Thinking about the kiss on the porch was enough to lift Tyler's spirits. After that he and Grace had spent a precious and enjoyable time inside the ranch house with the children. During his short visit, more than once, Tyler had allowed himself to imagine that he and Grace had children of their own. That Jack and Katie were, in fact, theirs. 

Even as he'd done so, he'd told himself that the children would be gone soon. That they had lives of their own to live. Miss Hardesty would recover soon and she would take the children onto their original destination. 

But that hadn't stopped Tyler and Grace acting like temporary parents to the two delightful children. Just before Tyler had left the Circle T, Lucia the housekeeper had come to him and said quietly that he and Grace would make perfect parents. That had made Tyler smile, because he knew that Lucia assessment was correct. 

If the Lord saw fit, Tyler was in no doubt that he would bless any union between himself and Grace. Tyler told himself he'd pray for that when he went to church tomorrow. He'd promised Grace he'd take her and the children to church the next day. It would be the children's first visit to the town's church. They'd told Tyler that they'd attended church while they'd lived in the orphanage. But Tyler knew that the church in Testament Creek was a very special place. The pastor was a fine man and he would make a strong impression on the children.

A voice dragged Tyler's attention back to the moment. "Boss, there's the fort," one of the men said, pointing up ahead at the northern horizon.

Tyler squinted his eyes. He saw the low structure and nodded. "We're there, men." He glanced across at Black and saw the man scowl. "Looks like you'll be having your beans and grits with a military guard tonight," he said to Black.

Black grunted.

Now that they were almost at their destination, Tyler's men sat high in their saddles, cradling their rifles and watching their prisoners with extra care.

Tyler couldn't wait to get back to Testament Creek. And, most of all, he couldn't wait to see Grace again. He'd made his mind up.

There was something special he wanted to ask her. 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN







Hope returned from town late on Saturday, just before dinner was served at the ranch house. The children's appetite had returned after all the candy they'd eaten earlier that day. At the kitchen table, the talk was about their visit into town, and how happy they'd been to see Miss Hardesty again. Every time Miss Hardesty's name was mentioned, Grace saw Hope glance across the table at her. After a while, Grace concluded that Hope had something to say to her.

After dinner, with the children up in their room, Grace and Hope settled down in the parlor. They sat next to one another on the long sofa. There was only one question Grace wanted to ask Hope.

"Did you see Tyler before you left town?" she asked.

Hope shook her head. "I didn't see any sign of him. There were no horses outside the jailhouse. I reckon there would have been if they'd returned from their trip to Austin."

Grace frowned. She'd been thinking about Tyler all day, figuring he might come visit her before sundown. Outside, in the yard, darkness was falling. "I hope he's okay," Grace said.

Hope laid a hand on Grace's arm. "I'm sure he'll be fine. You never know. He might even pay a midnight call."

Grace scoffed. "Tyler wouldn't do that. He's too sensible."

Hope lifted a brow. "I think Tyler could be quite romantic. If he put his mind to it."

Grace felt her cheeks flush with heat. She was glad the soft light of the candles hid the changed color of her face. 

"How are you two getting along?" Hope asked.

Grace sighed. "You know how things are between Tyler and I."

"No. I don't," Hope insisted.

Grace rolled her eyes. "Tyler seems to have gotten it into his head that he's courting me."

"Well, isn't he?" Hope asked sounding slightly incredulous. "I thought every one knows that he wants to ask you to be his wife."

Grace gasped. "Hope! How can you say such a thing?"

"Because it is true," Hope replied. "Everyone is saying it."

Grace stared, wide-eyed, at Hope. "What are you talking about?"

"Even Doc Clanton has heard the rumors. Some of his patients have been talking about it recently." Hope shrugged. "He reckons its only a matter of time."

Grace breathed out a heavy sigh. "Why can't people just mind their own business?"

Hope grinned. "They just want you and Tyler to be happy. What's wrong with that?"

"Nothing, "Grace admitted. "I suppose." Then she thought for a  moment. "Anyway. Things are complicated, right now."

"You mean with the children being here at the ranch?" Hope asked.

Grace nodded. "I don't know for how long they're going to be staying."

"You're not thinking of sending them away," Hope asked sharply.

Grace's brows lifted in a straight line. "Of course not. I couldn't do a thing like that. In any case, the children seem happy here for the moment. We'll have to wait for Miss Hardesty to recover before we know what will happen to them."

Hope's gaze darkened. "There is something I should tell you about that, Grace."

Grace squinted at Hope. Her friend looked worried. "Miss Hardesty?"

Hope nodded. "I was talking with her today. After the children left. And Miss Hardesty was telling me some things which I find concerning."

Grace felt unease twist in her middle. "What kind of things?"

Hope glanced at the door to the parlor, and then lowered her voice. "Miss Hardesty was telling me more about where the children were going. And who was sending them there."

"Where were they going to?"

Hope sighed. "Miss Hardesty was taking them to a family in Laramie, Wyoming."

"So far away?" Grace exclaimed.

Hope nodded. "A couple were to adopt them. Miss Hardesty was employed by an organization which takes children who've been living in orphanages and places them with willing families out in the west."

"That is such a long journey for them to make. Those poor dears will be so far from everything they've ever known." Grace shook her head. "Texas and Wyoming might as well be on different continents," she added sharply.

Hope leaned even closer to Grace. "But there is one thing Miss Hardesty told me which I find quite troubling. And perhaps it might be something more in your line of expertise."

"What do you mean?" Grace asked.

"It is a legal matter, Grace," Hope said. "And, since you spent some time in Kansas City working for a law firm before you came to  the ranch, I figured you might be interested to know about this."

Grace couldn't imagine what Hope could be talking about. "Is there some kind of a problem with the adoption arrangement?"

"I'm not sure," Hope replied. "But Miss Hardesty suggested to me that there might be some aspects to the children's adoption which might be a cause for concern."

Grace stared at Hope. "Like what?"

Hope frowned. "Miss Hardesty suggested to me that the man who arranged the sending of Jack and Katie to Wyoming might have had some other reason for doing it."

Grace was perplexed. "Is Miss Hardesty suggesting something illegal might have taken place?"

"I'm not sure. She was only employed recently by the organization. This was the first time she was to accompany children out west." Hope thought for a moment. "But she definitely got the impression that Mr Morgan from the organization might have had other reasons for sending Jack and Katie away. It seems the arrangement was put in place very hastily. And Miss Hardesty was about to express her concerns to Mr Morgan, but she was ordered to take the children and leave with what she considered to be an unusual haste."

"Perhaps they were waiting for a reply from the family in Wyoming?" Grace suggested.

Hope shook her head. "No. Miss Hardesty believes there was more to it than that."

"Does she suspect some kind of wrongdoing?" Grace asked, realizing that this wasn't the first time she'd been asked to deal with legal problems in Testament Creek. During the summer, Grace had been instrumental in bringing a judge to the town to deal with the corrupt sheriff. Now Hope was asking her to get involved in another unsettling issue. This time, though, it concerned the children.

Hope shook her head. "I don't know. I thought I'd bring it to your attention." Hope smiled. "I know how you like to look into things like this."

"If we know the name of the organization we could contact them," Grace suggested. "Apart from which, they should know what happened. They really should be told," Grace said to a skeptical-looking Hope.

"I suppose you're right," Hope admitted. 

"Leave it with me, Hope," Grace said to her friend. "Maybe Miss Hardesty will want to contact them herself."

"I'll be visiting the doctor tomorrow," Hope said. "I'll speak to Mary then."

For the rest of the evening Grace and Hope spent some time in the parlor, chatting and doing some knitting. Finally, it was time for bed. Grace made her way upstairs to her room, while Hope went to her own room at the end of the hall.

Grace thought about what Hope had told her earlier. If the children were in some kind of jeopardy, then Grace would make it her business to find out what it was. She couldn't imagine what kind of situation would prompt someone to send the children away at such short notice. But one thing was certain. The organization would have to be informed that both the children and Miss Hardesty were safe. Once that was done, then it would be time to look into other matters.

Grace read by candlelight for a while until she started to feel sleepy. She put on her sleeping gown and got into bed. As she lay there, in the darkness, she listened for any sounds in the house. It was utterly silent. Then, just as she was starting to drop off to sleep, she heard a sharp sound as something hard struck the window. Grace sat up quickly and slid out of bed. Once again she heard the sharp crack. Looking at the bedroom window she saw what looked like a small stone hitting the glass pane.

Grace went to the window and gazed down into the yard. She gasped when she saw Tyler standing there. He was smiling right up at her. Her heart filled with joy. He'd returned unharmed from his dangerous journey. She smiled down at him. 

He gestured for her to come down and she raised a hand telling him to wait. She dressed quickly in a loose cotton gown and slippers. Grace raced downstairs, careful that her footsteps not be too loud. She didn't want to waken the children.

Outside, she saw that Tyler had tied his horse over by the far end of the house. It seemed like he hadn't wanted to disturb anyone in the house with the sounds of his arrival.

Grace padded across the porch in her slippered feet. Tyler came quickly toward her. She saw the delight in his bright gaze. She knew what he wanted to do and she wasn't going to do anything to dissuade him.

Tyler swept her into his arms, embracing her. Then his head dipped and he kissed her. His lips were cool with the chill of the night air. But his kiss made Grace feel warm. The kiss seemed to last a wonderful eternity. Then he lifted his head and gazed into her eyes. "I told you I'd come visit when I got back."

"It's late. Everyone is in bed," she said.

"I'd still have come to you even if it was three o'clock in the morning. I had to see you, Grace," Tyler breathed. There was an urgency in his voice. A passion she hadn't heard before. He held her closely against him. She didn't want him to let her go.

"Did everything go well?" she asked.

Tyler nodded. "Black and his gang are where they belong."

"I'm glad you're back," she told him.

Tyler lifted a brow and gave Grace a mischievous grin. "You missed me?"

Grace knew how playful he could be when he wanted to be. "A little," she teased.

Tyler laughed quietly and then kissed her again.Grace allowed herself to settle into his embrace, savoring every moment of being with him. It seemed like being apart, even for a day, had made them both appreciate one another.

Grace felt Tyler's body become suddenly tense. He moved away from her, loosening his embrace. "How are the children?" he asked.

"They're fine. Sleeping in bed. The visit to Miss Hardesty went well. She was really happy to see them," Grace said. "And they brought her flowers." Grace laughed quietly. "That went down well." She wanted to share with him what Hope had spoken about a few hours before, but he looked tired. She didn't want to burden him with extra worries. He already looked like he had a lot on his mind.

"That's good," Tyler said almost absent-mindedly. 

"You look like you've got something you want to say, Tyler," she said.

He lifted a brow. "Do I?"

Grace nodded. When Tyler gazed into her eyes she felt her heartbeat quicken. That seemed to happen most times these days whenever he looked at her with that expression in his eyes, she reflected.

Tyler scuffed his boots on the dusty yard. Looking down, he seemed thoughtful for a long moment. When he looked up at her again, she saw worry in his gaze. "I've been thinking."

"Really," Grace said. "Anything I should know about?"

Tyler smiled warmly at her. "Yes." There was a steady look in his eyes now. A decisive look. As if there was something very important he wanted to say to her. For some reason she couldn't understand, Grace folded her arms and took a step back. 

Tyler watched her carefully for a moment. She saw hesitation drift across his features. He glanced up at the front of the house. Then his shoulders sagged. "It's getting late. I don't want to keep you up."

She felt puzzled by his reaction. An awkward moment passed when neither of them said anything. Then Grace said: "Can we meet you in town before going to church, tomorrow?"

"Sure," Tyler said. "I'll be at the jailhouse." He grinned. "Thankfully it'll be quieter, now that the gang has gone."

Grace nodded. Something had changed in the last few moments. She didn't know what had happened. But it seemed like Tyler had changed his mind just before saying something to her. Maybe he was right. It was getting late.

"Goodnight, Tyler," Grace said. 

Tyler smiled warmly at her. "Goodnight, Grace."

Then she turned and headed back into the house.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN







For the first time in days, Tyler allowed himself to sleep later on the Sunday morning. After yesterday's long ride every muscle and bone in his body was aching. As he dragged himself out of bed he still felt tired.

 Tyler made his way to the jailhouse around nine o'clock. He was pleased to see that the cells were empty. There had been no trouble, which was surprising for a Saturday night, he reflected. Even a town like Testament Creek had the occasional wild Saturday night, usually caused by newcomers or those passing through. 

He relieved his deputy and readied himself for church. Just before eleven, he locked the jail up and headed around to the doctor's house. He wanted to find out how Miss Hardesty was doing. When he got there, he said a quick hello to the woman and found that she had passed a good night and was looking better than she had the last time Tyler had seen her. He was encouraged by the speedy progress she was making. 

On his way out, Doc Clanton pulled Tyler to one side of the porch. "Seeing as how you're the sheriff, I thought you should know something I overheard Miss Hardesty telling Hope yesterday."

"Yeah?" Tyler asked lifting a brow. "Sure you want to break patient confidentiality like that?"

The doctor nodded. "I know you're partly right. Strictly speaking, I shouldn't be telling anyone. But I reckon you should know because it might lead to something you'll need to get involved in."

"You talking about something illegal?"

Doc frowned. "I don't know for sure." He lowered his voice. "But I'm going to tell you, and hope nothing bad happens."

That last part got Tyler's full attention.

"Miss Hardesty was telling Hope that she was worried there was something wrong with the way the children were being sent for adoption."

"In what way?" Tyler asked.

"Miss Hardesty believes the children might have been sent away very quickly because of some other reason. Something that wasn't in their interest."

Tyler squinted at the doctor. "Who was responsible for arranging the adoption?"

"It's an organization that specializes in sending children for adoption to families out west. Those children were meant to go to Laramie, Wyoming."

"That far?"

The doc nodded. "Anyway, Miss Hardesty overheard the boss of the organization having a conversation with someone about the children There was also some talk of money changing hands."

Tyler frowned. "That don't sound right, at all."

Doc Clanton nodded. "So Miss Hardesty had real misgivings about taking the children all the way to Wyoming. But she felt, really strongly that if they stayed in the orphanage they'd come to some kind of harm."

Tyler felt an instant wave of indignation seize him. "Harm?"

The doctor nodded. "So she took it upon herself to take the children away."

"She did?" Tyler asked abruptly.

"Of course she had the full intention of taking them to their final destination in Wyoming. Eventually. But she intended to make some further inquiries once she got the children away from the orphanage. I think she was planning to stop over for a while in Kansas City."

Tyler shook his head. "She must have been real worried if she was willing to do that." He peered at the doctor. "You're saying there was something wrong about the way the children were being adopted. And that Miss Hardesty was trying to keep them safe by taking them away."

"Of course the organization had no idea she intended to stop in Kansas City for a while. All she wanted was to get them to safety until she could decide what should be done next."

Tyler sighed. "You were right tell me, doc. This sounds bad." He shook his head. As if the children hadn't had life hard enough already, Tyler reflected. They'd had to be dragged into something nefarious involving their adoption. There had to be an explanation.

"Maybe you can look into it," the doctor suggested.

"I will," Tyler agreed. He pulled his watch out of his waistcoat pocket. "I have to be going." He smiled at the doctor. "Grace and I and the children are going to church together."

For a moment the doctor looked like he was about to say something, but then he stopped himself and just smiled. "Give Grace my best wishes. And the children, too."

"I will, doc." Tyler stepped down off the porch and then paused. "Thanks for telling me that. I know it can't have been easy."

"I just want the best for Miss Hardesty once she gets better. And for the children, too," Doc Clanton said.

"We all do, doc," Tyler agreed and then headed back down the road toward Main Street.

 Once outside the jailhouse he leaned against the rail and scanned the trail which led from the north down into Main Street. He knew Grace wouldn't be late. She'd be coming on a buckboard with the children and Hope. Later, he assumed Hope would go across to the doctor's house to help with Miss Hardesty. 

Last night, Grace had looked like she had something on her mind. Tyler had been close to following through on the decision he'd made just before arriving in Austin.

He'd almost asked her to marry him.

Tyler had been moments away from asking for Grace's hand. Just thinking about that made him shake his head in amazement. But, at the last moment, he'd had a feeling that the time wasn't right. There had been a look in Grace's eyes which had made him pause.

Just like before, there was a barrier between him and Grace. A wall which looked like it could never be breached. There were times when Tyler felt that it would take something really big, something life-changing, to break down that barrier. 

Tyler lifted his heart up to the Lord and prayed silently. 

Lord. I know You are guiding me into Grace's life. And I surely appreciate You bringing her to me. But there are times when I just don't know what to do. Its like my tongue just won't form the words I feel in my heart. Help me, Lord. Help me find a way to tell Grace how I feel. Amen.

Just at that moment, Tyler saw a buckboard heading into Main Street. It was Grace and the others. Grace drew the buckboard to a halt outside the jailhouse. She was dressed in a beautiful blue gown and matching bonnet. She looked pleasing to the eye, Tyler told himself. 

He felt his heart leap when she smiled at him. "Are you ready?" she asked brightly.

Tyler went up onto the buckboard seat. It was just about long enough to accommodate himself, Grace, Hope and the children. Although he had to admit it was a bit of a squeeze. He clutched onto the edge of the seat as Grace flicked the reins and drove the buckboard across Main Street, and down the wide road heading toward the church. 

Tyler pointed at the white-painted spire above the church building. "There it is," he said to the children.

Jack and Katie stared at the church, temporarily speechless. Tyler wondered how long it had been since they'd been inside a church. But, right now, wasn't the time to ask that question.

"It is beautiful, isn't it?" Hope asked.

Still the children acted like they'd lost the power of speech. Finally, they both nodded. That was about as much as they were going to get for now, Tyler concluded. Maybe Jack and Katie were nervous. Tyler decided he'd need to try and put them at their ease.

There was already a large crowd outside the church. Some were already making their way inside. Tyler could see the pastor standing at the entrance greeting the arrivals. Grace drew the buckboard to a halt and everyone got down.

As they all prepared to enter, Tyler glanced across at some of the congregation who were getting ready to go into the church. The arrival of himself, Hope, Grace and the children had caught the attention of many of the good folks of Testament Creek. Tyler smiled and waved at the onlookers. Some folks waved tentatively back. He figured they felt the obligation to be polite because he was the town sheriff. 

Tyler glanced at the children. They were both neatly dressed. Jack wore a dark jacket, pants and hat. Katie wore a plain blue gown and bonnet which almost matched what Grace was wearing. 

"Let's go to church," Tyler said and smiled at the children. There were other children from the town making their way inside. "Maybe you can make some new friends today," Tyler suggested.

Katie nodded. "Maybe," she agreed hesitantly. Tyler felt momentarily encouraged. However, Jack remained silent. There was still some work to be done with him, Tyler told himself.

Tyler stretched out his hands to the children. They each took one. Then Tyler started to stride confidently toward the church. Grace walked on his right side next to Katie, while Hope walked on his left alongside Jack. 

Tyler felt his spirits lift as he strode toward the church. This was quite a thing. Walking into church while holding the hands of two children and with Grace alongside him. Even a week ago doing something as delightful as this would have seemed like an impossibility. In spite of his every effort, he couldn't contain the broad smile which stretched across his face. Grace glanced at Tyler, saw his expression, and smiled right back at him.

They were met at the door of the church by the pastor. He smiled at the children. "You must be Jack and Katie," the pastor said in his charming Scottish accent. "I'm delighted you've come, this morning." The pastor looked at Tyler, Hope and then at Grace. "I've been hearing some good things about you all, lately," he said.

Tyler saw Grace's cheeks flush slightly. "Is that so?" Tyler responded. "We've had quite an eventful last few days," he added. "I'll tell you about it later, if you like, pastor."

The pastor smiled at Tyler. "I look forward to that."

Then it was time to finally go into the church. As they made their way to Tyler's usual place near the front of the pews, he saw glances filled with curiosity come his way. Tyler ushered the children and Hope into the pew. Edging close to Grace, he leaned his head close to her and whispered. "I think we've got people wondering."

"I think you're right," Grace replied. She turned and offered a broad smile to every person who was looking her way. 

The pastor made his way to the front and addressed the congregation. "Dearly beloved. Thank you all for coming to praise and worship the Lord on this beautiful day." He looked straight at Tyler and the others. "I'm sure you'd all like to join me in offering a special welcome to our newest members. Two delightful children have come today. Our newest blessings."

A loud murmur of approval filled the church. Tyler saw Jack and Katie smiling. Then the pastor called for everyone to stand for the first hymn. Grace held the hymnbook toward Tyler. He smiled at her and started to sing the hymn. Gladness filled his heart as he listened to the chorus of voices echoing all the way up to the high rafters of the church's interior. He saw Jack and Katie's eyes, bright with delight at the sudden joy which had filled the room. The singing was fine, Tyler told himself. Some folks in the congregation had been blessed with strong, tuneful voices. It was the sweetest music, Tyler thought. Fit enough to inspire even the most weary of hearts.

The hymn ended, they all sat down. The rest of the service passed almost too quickly for Tyler. Every once in a while he glanced at Grace and the children. Each time he was heartened when he saw their rapt expressions. The children, in particular seemed amazed at what they were witnessing. 

The pastor's sermon was about perseverance in the faith. Tyler could identify with that. Life out here in Texas could be a trial at times. The difficulties never seemed to end. But, Tyler had discovered that steadfastness in the faith could help someone deal with even the most challenging situations.

Near the end of the service he glanced at Grace. She seemed to have been encouraged by what she'd heard in church today, he told himself. He hoped so. Tyler knew that, if Grace would come back to her faith, he'd be the happiest man in Texas. Maybe the Lord was drawing her back. With the arrival of the children, and everything else which had been going on, Tyler believed that the Lord was working to make that happen. 

If it did happen, Tyler told himself, he'd be waiting for Grace with open arms.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN







After the service, Grace drove the buckboard along to Main Street and parked outside the jailhouse. She didn't want to say goodbye to Tyler. It was too soon for that. And the time they'd just spent in church had been delightful. It was still early afternoon and Grace had so much she wanted to say to Tyler. Everyone got down from the buckboard. There was a long, awkward moment when Tyler looked blankly at Grace as if wondering what he should say.

Luckily, Hope must have sensed Grace's hidden longings to be on her own with Tyler. Maybe Hope had noticed the way Tyler had been looking at Grace during the service. Tyler hadn't stopped glancing her way. She wasn't about to do anything to discourage his attentions. Every time she caught him glancing her way, she felt her heart quicken. Tyler could lift her spirits with just a look.

"Why don't I take the children to the mercantile," Hope suggested. "We can buy some candy." Hope smiled at Jack and Katie. "How does that sound?"

"Great," Jack said. Katie just smiled. Jack's sweet tooth was bigger than Katie's.

Hope smiled at Tyler and Grace. "You two can chat." It was a simple statement, but it contained so much hidden meaning, Grace told herself. Hope's professional duties as a nurse had given her the ability to understand people's needs without a word being spoken.

Before Grace had a chance to say anything else to Hope, her friend was leading the two children down the boardwalk in the direction of the mercantile.

Grace followed Tyler across Main Street to the boardwalk on the other side. Once there, they started to walk slowly in silence, their steps in perfect unison. There were a few other people on both sides of the boardwalk. Sunday was usually a quiet day in Testament Creek. 

Grace's mind was still filled with the words the pastor had spoken about perseverance in the faith. When she'd heard him talk, Grace had felt a vague sense of guilt. She knew she hadn't persevered in the faith. Turning her back on it had proven all too easy back in Kansas City.

Drifting away from belief in the Lord had come upon her gradually, over the years. The demands of life, the need to make her way in the world, had forced thoughts of faith out of her life. Even as it had been happening she'd known that turning her back on the faith of her childhood wasn't a good choice. Deep down, she'd known that weakened faith might lead to future unhappiness. 

And she'd been correct. Hiding behind the mask of professional competence in her work in the Kansas City legal office, keeping herself busy, had provided a temporary distraction. But it hadn't cured Grace of the lingering unease which came upon her in those moments when she felt the pressures and hardships of life. She'd had no-one to turn to in those quiet moments of desperation. Still, she'd pushed on, choosing ambition as a temporary cure. But it hadn't made her happy.

Somewhere deep inside, she'd always felt she would come back to the faith. But she'd also told herself it would take something extraordinary for that to happen. 

Grace glanced up at Tyler's handsome features. She savored the sight of his powerful physique. His easy, confident movement. But most of all she took a hidden delight in the pleasing expression on his face. She could tell he'd been deeply moved by the service at church this morning. 

Tyler was happy. 

No, Grace corrected herself. What Tyler was feeling was more than mere happiness. It was that special joy which only comes from an abiding faith in the Lord. Once, a long time ago, Grace had experienced that same feeling. She'd never forgotten it. And, deep inside herself, there was a longing to feel that way again.

Tyler caught her looking at him. He smiled. "Am I that interesting?" he joked.

Grace felt her cheeks flush with heat. "I was just thinking about how lovely church was this morning."

He nodded. "It was. I think the children enjoyed it, too."

"They looked slightly amazed, if you ask me," Grace suggested.

"I think you're right."

Grace heard a cry of delight from across Main Street. Turning she saw Jack and Katie bouncing up and down on their toes as Hope started to open the door to the mercantile. The tinkling sound of the bell above the mercantile door echoed across the street. Grace smiled. "I think they've seen something they want."

Tyler laughed. "Let me guess. Candy."

Grace shook her head. "That's what children like," she admitted. 

Tyler was quiet for a few moments. Then he said: "I saw Miss Hardesty, this morning."

"How is she?"

Tyler nodded. "Improving. Doc Clanton's happy with her progress."

"Hope is a fine nurse. Not forgetting the doctor, of course," Grace admitted.

Tyler frowned. "Has Hope spoken to you about Miss Hardesty?" he asked. "About what she was doing with the children?"

Grace squinted at Tyler. Recalling last night's conversation with Hope she wondered how Tyler could have known about that. "She did mention to me that Miss Hardesty had been telling her about where she was going with Jack and Katie."

"Laramie, Wyoming," Tyler said.

Grace's brows lifted. "You know?"

Tyler nodded. "I spoke with Doc Clanton, this morning. He shared something with me." Tyler frowned and added: "A delicate matter, you might say."

Grace slowed her steps. "Something to do with the organization that was sending the children out to Wyoming?"

Tyler halted and faced Grace. She stopped and looked up into his eyes. There was a troubled expression in them. "Doc thinks that something ain't right about the way the children were being sent away. Miss Hardesty said she overheard a conversation between the organization's owner and someone else. She didn't go into details, but the doc is worried. So he asked me to look into it. He thinks it might be a law matter."

"The children were going to be adopted by a family in Laramie," Grace said. "If there's something wrong with the adoption arrangement, I don't know how you'll be able to resolve that." Grace lifted a skeptical brow. "Wyoming is a long way off."

"There are other ways to look into this," Tyler said. "The children are still in Texas. That means they're still under the jurisdiction of the state."

Grace knew enough about the law to realize that Tyler was right. "What are you going to do?"

Tyler thought for a long moment. "I'll use some contacts I have back in Austin. Find out more about the organization that arranged the adoption. But it'll take time."

"Miss Hardesty isn't going anywhere soon," Grace reminded Tyler. 

He nodded. "You're right about that. But if there is something wrong with the proposed adoption we'll have to be ready to challenge it. The children can't just be sent out to Wyoming if there is even the slightest concern for their welfare. And, since Miss Hardesty has raised concerns, we have a duty to look into it."

"We?" Grace asked softly. She gazed up into his eyes and saw how much the welfare of Jack and Katie meant to Tyler.

Tyler moved closer to Grace. She saw a sudden determination on his features. "I was thinking you could help out."

"How?"

"We might need to look into alternative arrangements for the adoption," Tyler declared. "If it turns out the children can't go to Wyoming and they can't go back to the orphanage, then they'll have to stay in Testament Creek."

Grace gasped. She knew Tyler was right. Even if, after inquiries were made, it turned out the adoption could proceed, it would still be wise to have alternative arrangements in place. "Who would want to adopt the children?" she asked Tyler.

He ran a hand through his hair. "Right now, I don't know the answer to that question."

Somewhere, at the back of Grace's mind, she heard a whispered answer. She instantly pushed it away, telling herself it wasn't possible. In any case, that wasn't what Tyler was suggesting. Because if he was,  then it would mean the truly impossible would come to pass. 

She and Tyler weren't about to adopt children. Before that happened she and Tyler would have to agree to marry. Just thinking about that made her mind swirl. 

Marrying Tyler was impossible. Hadn't she been telling herself that every day now for the past few weeks?

Desperate to distract herself from those thoughts, Grace said: "I can speak to the attorney about the legal means of adoption. Once we know it's possible, then we can try and find a suitable family for Jack and Katie."

Even as she said the words, Grace felt an aching sensation in her heart.

Tyler dragged his hand across his jawline. He nodded. "It might be the only way we can make sure the children are safe."

"Of course," Grace said. Suddenly, her legs felt heavy. Her pulse was racing furiously.

Tyler's brows furrowed. "Are you feeling okay, Grace?" he asked moving toward her.

Grace took a step back and leaned against the wooden rail of the boardwalk. She nodded. "I'm fine." She rested a gloved hand on the railing. Her chest felt tight and, for some reason, it was hard to take a breath. 

Tyler gently took her arm. Grace forced herself to smile at Tyler. She was momentarily reassured by his touch and his obviously genuine concern. Talking like this about the children only reminded her just how attached she'd become to them. She felt a sudden indignation at the thought that anyone would want to harm Jack and Katie.

Peering up into Tyler's eyes, Grace nodded firmly. "You're right. We have to make sure the children are going to be safe. I'll look into the legal side of things."

Tyler's features brightened with visible delight. And Grace suspected there was also a hint of pride in the way Tyler was looking at her.

She wondered if he'd thought about what would happen if no-one in Testament Creek wanted to adopt the children. Grace could see no sign that the idea had entered Tyler's head. But she realized that, from now on, and until the children's predicament was resolved, she might not be able to think about anything else.

"The children mustn't find out about any of this," Grace pleaded with Tyler.

"Of course not. We'll just have to keep them busy." Tyler frowned. "It'll be a week or so before we know more."

"Jack was asking if he could come see how you work at the sheriff's office?" Grace said.

"He said that?"

Grace nodded. "This morning, over breakfast. And Katie told Hope she wants to go help look after Miss Hardesty. I had to persuade Hope it would be a good idea. She's worried Katie might find it too distressing. But the little girl seems to have a strong spirit."

"Being an orphan can't have been easy," Tyler observed. "It makes some children tougher than grownups who've had an easier life."

"I promised to take Katie to the doctor's house tomorrow," Grace revealed.

Tyler nodded thoughtfully. "Then I guess that means I'll have a very special deputy at my office tomorrow," he said and grinned.

"Jack will be so excited," Grace said.

"I'll have to find some things to keep him occupied. Let's just hope there's no trouble." Tyler shrugged. "Monday morning is usually quiet around town."

It seemed like they were each going to be spending special time with the children, Grace told herself. "I'll go visit the attorney while I'm in town. Speak to him about the legal side of the adoption."

"And I'll send some telegrams," Tyler said. He came close to Grace. "Don't you worry about a thing. Everything is going to work out fine." His gaze softened. "I promise you." 

Grace's heartbeat quickened as she peered up into his eyes. Usually when he looked at her like that it was a prelude to a kiss. But they were out in public. She knew Tyler wouldn't kiss her here. Not on Main Street when folks were starting to appear for their Sunday afternoon strolls.

One thing was for sure, though. The coming week promised to be as eventful as the one which had just ended.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN







"Where are all the criminals?" Jack asked Tyler on the Monday morning as they both sat at the desk in the jailhouse.

Tyler pointed to the empty cells. "As you can see. There aren't any," he explained. "I took the last ones that were here over to the jail in Austin."

He saw Jack's features droop with disappointment. Tyler wasn't about to tell Jack that the criminals had been the ones who'd caused all the trouble on the train. Sometimes it was wiser to be careful what was said to children.

Grace had dropped Jack off about a half hour before. Already the little boy looked as if he was getting bored. Maybe he'd expected Tyler would be spending the morning chasing outlaws up and down Main Street. Grace had taken Katie and Hope over to the doctor's house. Tyler wondered how long it would be before Grace returned with Katie and told Tyler that she'd have to take the little girl back to the ranch house. Tyler was concerned nursing Miss Hardesty might be harder than the little girl thought. The last thing he wanted was for the children to get upset. They'd been through enough. They deserved some happiness. Tyler figured it was the duty of all the adults around them to make sure the children's stay in Testament Creek was a happy one.

Jack was sitting across from Tyler. He was wearing a plain shirt and pants. Tyler stood and went around the desk. Jack looked tiny, perched on the big wooden chair. He was swinging his booted feet inches off the floor. Tyler figured that, without some distraction, it would soon be time for Jack to be asking for candy.

"Why don't we go on patrol," Tyler suggested.

Jack's brows lifted immediately. "Really?"

Tyler nodded. "I usually take a wander around town early in the morning, Just to make sure everything is okay, you understand." He smiled at Jack. "You want to come with me?"

Jack leaped down off the chair, his boots thudding against the wooden floorboards. "I sure do, Tyler."

Tyler liked that Jack had taken to calling him by his first name. Tyler had a sudden idea. Moving around the desk he opened a drawer and scooped out a silver badge. He saw Jack's eyes light up. 

Tyler went to Jack and tugged on the boy's shirt. He pinned the silver star on the shirt and then patted it gently. It looked big on the boy's small chest. "I hereby appoint you a temporary deputy for the town of Testament Creek," he announced grandly.

Jack's mouth dropped open. The boy looked down at the shining badge with visible amazement. Jack ran his fingers along the edge of the badge and looked at it like it was a precious object. He stared up at Tyler. "For real?"

"Yup," Tyler replied and nodded emphatically. Tyler saw the pride on the boy's features. "Just for the morning, you understand," Tyler added quickly. Tyler knew that only adults could be appointed real deputies, but it did no harm to play this game with Jack. It was worth it, to see the delight on the boy's face.

Tyler patted Jack's shoulder. "Let's go to work," he announced.

Jack lifted his shoulders back and followed Tyler out of the jailhouse. Tyler paused a moment allowing Jack to stand next to him. It must be pretty exciting for the boy, Tyler told himself. An elderly couple walked past them and smiled at Jack. They noticed the badge on Jack's chest and laughed quietly with delight.

Tyler looked down at Jack. "You ready?"

Jack nodded. Tyler started across Main Street. He usually followed the same route on his patrols. First he'd make his way up and down the length of Main Street, checking on the various store owners. Then, once that was done, he'd mosey on down some of the residential streets which led off from Main Street. Once in a while a resident would need help with something or other. Tyler anticipated that this might be one of those days when someone would need help.

So, for the next half hour, he and Jack strode slowly up and down the length of Main Street. Of course, the folks of Testament Creek couldn't help gazing at Tyler and Jack as they passed by. Tyler figured most folk would understand what was going on. That he was offering Jack a chance to sample what it was like to be a respected lawman. 

As they walked the length of Main Street, Tyler couldn't help thinking how good it felt to have the boy striding proudly along next to him. It was almost like Jack was Tyler's son. That sense of what it might be like to be a father hit Tyler hard after a while. He had to admit he liked the feeling.

Finally, it was time to patrol some of the residential streets. Tyler and Jack made their way past the doctor's house. He saw that Grace's buckboard was still parked at the gate of the doctor's home. But Tyler didn't even think about stopping at the doctor's place. Tyler and Grace had agreed they'd keep Jack and Katie separate for the morning, so they could both enjoy what had been planned for them. The children had hardly spent a moment apart during the last few days. 

Crossing to the other side of town, Tyler and Jack came to a long street which ended in a grove of trees. At the far end of the street was a large house. Tyler knew that Mr and Mrs MacKendrick lived there. They had been one of the original settlers in Testament Creek. Julius MacKendrick had once owned the mercantile before selling up after his health had taken a turn for the worse. Both were in their sixties and trying hard to live a peaceful life. They were regular churchgoers and Tyler had always had a soft spot for the kind-hearted couple. 

As they came to the end of the street, Tyler paused and looked down at Jack. "I reckon we've covered the whole town. I told you Monday mornings can be quiet in Testament Creek."

Jack nodded and Tyler thought the boy looked slightly disappointed that he hadn't been involved in anything more exciting than checking that everyone in town was happy.

Before Jack could say anything, Tyler heard a cry of distress coming from the direction of the MacKendrick residence. 

"That sounds like Mrs MacKendrick," Tyler commented to Jack. "Let's go and see what's going on."

Tyler opened the picket fence and strode up the garden path toward the porch of the white-painted house. The cry of distress echoed in the morning air. It was coming from the back of the house. Tyler made his way around the side of the house and came to the back garden. There he saw two figures standing in the middle of the grassy lawn. It was Mr and Mrs MacKendrick. They were both staring down at the ground and were talking animatedly with each other. 

Mr MacKendrick pointed to a hole in the ground and said: "I tell you he went down there."

Mrs MacKendrick gasped. "Where did that hole come from? It wasn't there yesterday."

"I don't know," Mr MacKendrick objected softly. "Maybe a gopher."

Tyler strode across the lawn with Jack following on his heels. "Howdy, folks," Tyler announced. "What seems to be the problem?"

Mr and Mrs MacKendrick both turned and peered at Tyler and Jack. For a moment Mrs MacKendrick looked puzzled, as if seeing the town sheriff with a young boy by his side was the last thing she'd expected.

As Tyler halted in front of the couple he heard a muffled barking sound. He knew the couple had a little dog, who they called "Precious". Tyler glanced at the hole. The sound of barking had definitely come from that direction.

Mrs MacKendrick pointed to the hole in the ground. "Our dog won't come out of that hole there. He's been in there a while and he refuses to come out. We've offered him treats and everything, but he seems determined to stay there."

Tyler frowned. This was exactly the kind of domestic crisis he was used to dealing with. Sometimes he wondered what folks idea of a sheriff's job was. "Your dog, ma'am?"

"Uh huh," Mr MacKendrick. "I've tried putting my head in there, but the hole is too small. I think Precious believes that is his new kennel."

Tyler grinned and tried not to laugh. Seemed like the dog had a mind of his own. Precious was a tiny little mongrel, but he was probably the only source of joy in the MacKendrick household. Tyler knew that the couple had never had children of their own.

Tyler squatted down and peered into the darkness of the hole. He couldn't see the dog but he could tell the hole went a long way down. Tyler leaned closer and saw that he could just about get his head and one shoulder into the space. But it was too big for any grownup to get into. Another bark came from inside and Mrs MacKendrick groaned with obvious distress. This called for some creative thinking, Tyler told himself.

Tyler turned to Jack. He smiled at the boy. "Deputy."

Jack's brows lifted. "Yeah?"

Tyler wagged a finger at Jack. "Come here."

Jack came to Tyler's side. Tyler pointed into the darkness of the hole. "You reckon you can wiggle your way in there and get that dog to come out?"

Jack's brows furrowed. The boy's eyes scanned the entrance to the hole and then nodded. "I think I can."

"The boy will get stuck!" Mrs MacKendrick exclaimed.

Tyler shook his head. "I have every faith in my deputy, ma'am," he said. Tyler lifted a brow at the woman and grinned. 

Mrs MacKendrick seemed taken aback by Tyler's reference to Jack as his deputy. She glanced at her husband who just shrugged. Clearly he was as puzzled as his wife.

Tyler pointed at the hole. "In you go, Jack."

Jack sank down onto his belly and wriggled his way into the hole. For a moment, Tyler considered telling Jack to stop, but the boy seemed determined to get as much of his upper body into the hole. Moments later, the entire top half of Jack's body was in side the hole. All that Tyler could see were the boy's waist and legs.

Fearing the boy might get stuck, Tyler moved closer on his knees, getting ready to tug Jack out of the hole. But Tyler stopped when he heard a loud bark coming from inside the hole. Jack said something which Tyler couldn't make out. 

Then Jack's hips wriggled forcefully and he cried out. "Pull us out, sheriff," came Jack's muffled cry.

Mr and Mrs MacKendrick clutched at one another as Tyler seized Jack by the hips and pulled firmly. An instant later Jack emerged, covered in dirt, but clutching the tiny figure of the dog. 

Mrs MacKendrick cried out with delight and scooped the dog out of Jack's arms. "Precious," she exclaimed. The dog, covered in loose earth, but clearly pleased to have been rescued, barked loudly and started licking Mrs MacKendrick's face.

Tyler smiled at Jack who was wiping dirt from his face. "Good job," Tyler stated and lifted himself to his feet. Jack grinned as he stood next to Tyler. 

"I can't thank you enough," Mr MacKendrick said. He came to Jack and laid a hand on the boy's shoulder. "Well done."

Tyler saw Jack's chest swell with pride. Tyler kicked some loose earth toward the opening of the hole. "If you give me a shovel, we can fill this hole in for you. Just to make sure Precious doesn't get any ideas about going down there again."

"I'll get one," Mr MacKendrick said and rushed off toward the house.

"You got yourself a fine young man there, sheriff," Mrs MacKendrick declared.

Tyler laid a hand on Jack's shoulder. "I know that ma'am," he said. "I'm real proud of him."

And when Jack looked up at Tyler, he could see just how much the morning's work had meant to the young boy. 

It was turning out to be a good day.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN







"I'll be back real soon," Grace said to Hope mid-morning. "I'm going to talk with the attorney, Lyle Warner," she added in a quiet voice.

Hope and Grace were standing out in the corridor of the doctor's house. Inside the room Katie was talking cheerfully with Miss Hardesty. Grace grinned when she heard Mary Hardesty laugh quietly at something Katie had said to her.

Hope nodded. There was no need to explain the reason for the visit to the attorney's office. Hope was well aware of Grace's worries. "Take all the time you want," Hope said to Grace. "I've got all the help I need."

Grace glanced toward the open door of Miss Hardesty's room. "Katie seems to be enjoying being a junior nurse this morning."

Hope laughed quietly. "She's a real fast learner. Most of all, though, Mary's spirits have been lifted. Just having Katie around has made a huge difference."

Grace wished Hope goodbye and headed out of the house. She knew where the attorney's office was. During the trouble with Rafael Largo, Grace had had plenty of reasons to pay the attorney, Lyle Warner a visit. She made her way there and found he was available to talk. Settling herself down in his office for the next hour, Grace described the situation to him. She shared her concerns about the adoption, and what she'd heard from Hope. Throughout the meeting Lyle made copious notes and reassured Grace that he would look into the legalities of allowing a local couple or family in Testament Creek to adopt the children. He also agreed to contact the organization who'd made the arrangements in the first place. 

Grace left the office and headed back to the doctor's house. She had absolute trust in Lyle. After all, it was he who had completed all the legal formalities when she, Hope and Prudence had inherited the ranch back in the summer. She had complete confidence in the attorney.

As she crossed Main Street, Grace glanced at the jailhouse. She played with the notion of paying a surprise visit to Tyler and Jack. But, as she walked past the closed door, she recalled the agreement she and Tyler had made together earlier that morning. The whole idea of bringing the children into town was to show them what life was like in Testament Creek. To take them away from the enclosed world of the Circle T ranch. After the visit to Miss Hardesty, Grace planned a brief shopping trip for her and Katie. The little girl needed some new outfits and other necessary items. Traveling to Wyoming on the train, Katie had only had the barest of essentials. 

Grace also had a secret plan to involve Tyler in that shopping trip. Jack needed things, too. And Tyler might just be persuaded to help out in making the choices for Jack. Knowing how reluctant Tyler was to do any kind of shopping, Grace knew she'd have to use all her weapons of persuasion if she was to get him to spend at least a small part of the afternoon with her and the children.

Passing by the jailhouse, Grace soon found herself back at the doctor's home. He'd left earlier to pay an urgent call to a patient on the other side of town. When she entered the house she found Doc Clanton in the parlor.

He looked up when she entered. "Grace. Won't you join me?" he asked gesturing to the long sofa in the middle of the room. There was a  teapot and two cups and saucers on a small table in front of the sofa. Grace figured the doctor had planned for this discussion with her.

Grace smiled. "Of course." She sat down next to the doctor. He looked tired, she told herself. Maybe the last few days had taken their toll on the doctor. 

Doc Clanton lifted the teapot. "Would you like some tea?"

Grace accepted and the doctor poured the tea into the white china cup. Handing Grace the cup and saucer, Doc Clanton cleared his throat. "I wanted to speak with you about something," he admitted. The doc glanced toward the open parlor doors. "It's about the children."

"Really?" Grace asked and took a sip of warm tea. 

Doc Clanton nodded. "Hope told me you went to see the attorney."

"I did. And he was very helpful," Grace replied.

"What does he think about the situation?" the doctor asked.

Grace explained that the attorney had agreed to look into the legalities of a change to the adoption plans. And that he would contact the organization which had placed the children with the family in Wyoming. As he listened, Doc Clanton nodded slowly. 

Finally, once Grace had finished speaking he leaned closer. "I can't help noticing that you and Tyler have become particularly close to the children. In fact, you both seem to have taken on the roles of parents to the children."

Grace's mouth dropped open slightly and she gazed for a long moment at the doctor. "You think so?" she said finally.

Doc Clanton smiled. "I do. And I think it is a wonderful thing you're both doing."

Grace frowned and set her cup and saucer down on the small table. "And what exactly is that?" she asked hesitantly.

Doc Clanton tilted his head and grinned at Grace. "You can't fool me, Grace. I know how you feel about Tyler. And I know how he feels about you. He's told me so. Plenty of times."

"He has!" Grace exclaimed.

The doctor sipped some tea and then put his cup down on the table. "I know you two are very much in love."

Grace felt her face flush with heat and it had nothing to do with the warmth of the air in the parlor. "I wouldn't go so far as to say that, doctor."

Doc Clanton laughed and shook his head. "I may be getting old, but I'm not blind. And I've seen plenty of young couples in my time. I know love when I see it."

Urgently in need of some kind of a distraction, Grace lifted her cup again and drank a gulp of tea. Taking too much at once, she coughed and then laid the cup down. The doctor's eyes widened with concern as Grace tried to compose herself. 

Finally, she got her breath back. "Tyler and I are the best of friends. I know everyone thinks we've been stepping out together, but it really is just a very amicable friendship."

Doc Clanton shook his head. "Tush and nonsense, Grace. You can't fool me," he said and laughed. 

"In any case. What has that got to do with the children and their adoption?" Grace asked.

Doc Clanton lifted a brow. "You really don't know?"

Grace shook her head. "No. I don't."

The doctor leaned back in the chair. "Although I'm not a gambling man, I'll be willing to bet that the attorney won't be able to find anyone in Testament Creek who will be suitable to adopt the children. Especially after the children have been living up at the ranch with you and Hope."

Grace furrowed her brows. "I'm sure there will be families who would welcome the chance to adopt Jack and Katie."

The doctor shook his head. "I know every family in this town. And I don't think there would a more perfect couple to adopt the children than you and Tyler."

Grace felt the air slip out of her lungs. She leaned back against the side of the sofa. "What are you saying, doctor?" She knew exactly what he was getting at, but she needed a moment to compose herself. What the doctor was suggesting sounded suspiciously like a recommendation that Grace and Tyler get married. Even just thinking about that made the room spin a little.

"You know exactly what I'm saying, Grace. Think about it. If the children are going to have any chance of staying in Testament Creek, it is the only solution that makes sense." Doc Clanton leaned closer and spoke in a quiet but decisive voice. "Speaking plainly. You and Tyler should get married and adopt the children."

Grace's heartbeat quickened. There was a roaring sound in her ears as her pulse began to race. Grace felt suddenly giddy. She saw a momentary concern in the doctor's eyes. She dragged in a deep breath and forced herself to smile. "Really, doctor. I just don't think that is going to be possible."

"If you don't believe me, ask Tyler," the doctor.

"A lady does not propose marriage to a man," Grace declared.

Doc Clanton sighed heavily. "I know that. I meant ask Tyler if he agrees that it is a sensible solution for the children."

"You're suggesting a marriage of convenience," Grace retorted.

The doctor shook his head. "You only have a marriage of convenience when there is no love involved between the couple." The doctor lifted a skeptical brow. "And I think there is plenty of love between you and Tyler Smith. If you don't agree, tell me I'm wrong."

Grace squinted at the doctor. "You want me to say I don't love Tyler?" Grace knew the doctor had a fierce reputation around town for getting straight to the point with any diagnosis. Maybe that was why he felt able to speak with Grace so directly about a subject like this.

Doc Clanton kept his gaze steady on Grace. He was waiting for her to say that she and Tyler didn't love each other. But if she did that, she'd be telling a lie. The truth was simple and the doctor had found her out.

Grace did love Tyler. But was that enough for her to agree with the doctor's suggestion? Could she and Tyler marry in order to adopt the children?

"For all we know, once Miss Hardesty recovers, she might be able to continue on her way and the adoption might go ahead as planned," Grace said tentatively. 

Even as she uttered the words she knew they weren't true. She knew something had to be done to give the children the best possible future. Until this moment, she hadn't realized just how much the children had come to mean to her. She wondered if Tyler felt the same.

The sound of Hope calling for the doctor made him stand. He gazed down at Grace. "Think about what I said, Grace. It's possible it may be the only way you can all be happy. And that includes Jack and Katie. And Miss Hardesty."

Then the doctor left Grace alone in the parlor. He'd given her so much to think about. And, of course, Grace knew, deep down, that everything he'd said was true. Depending on the results of the legal inquiries, the time was fast approaching when a decision would have to be made.


CHAPTER NINETEEN







"Haven't you bought enough?" Tyler asked Grace as they emerged from the mercantile with four new bags of purchases.

Grace smiled at him as she loaded two of the bags onto the rear of the buckboard. "We need to get back to the ranch," she said. "I arranged to speak with Cal about buying some new horses."

Tyler placed the two bags he was carrying on the buckboard. He glanced at the disappointed expressions on the faces of Jack And Katie.

"Have you forgotten?" Tyler asked Grace.

"What?"

"We promised we'd take the children for cakes at the cafe before you all go back to the ranch," Tyler reminded Grace.

Grace glanced at the children. Her face flushed pink. Tyler assumed she'd been so caught up with buying stuff in the mercantile that the promised trip to the cafe had slipped her mind. "Silly me," she said to Jack and Katie. "Let's go over to the cafe. I bet you're both starving after all that work you both did this morning."

Jack had hardly waited a minute when Grace and Katie had arrived at the jailhouse before telling them all about his escapade with the hole and the dog. He seemed proud of the way he'd carried out his duties as temporary deputy.

For her part, Katie had told Tyler all about her morning spent helping Miss Hardesty. It seemed like Katie might have a future career in nursing, Grace had commented as Katie had told Tyler all about her visit to the doctor's house.

They all got up onto the seat and Tyler drove the buckboard up Main Street and parked it outside the town's only cafe. Once inside they claimed the window table. Grace ordered the cakes for everyone. In spite of her cheerful demeanor, Grace seemed preoccupied. Tyler knew her well enough to be able to sense when Grace was worried about something. He knew she'd planned a visit to Lyle Warner, the attorney this morning. He wondered is Lyle had given Grace some kind of bad news. 

For the next hour Tyler tried hard not to worry. He focused his attention on enjoying the company of the children. Tyler had genuinely enjoyed his time that morning with Jack. He felt he was beginning to really get to know the little boy. Jack had a delightful personality. In spite of the boy's hard life, Jack had a good heart. He was a determined young man. That quality would stand the boy in good stead if he was eventually to settle in Texas. This was a land which rewarded hard work and decent character. Jack had made a good start in life and Tyler desperately wanted that to continue.

 Perhaps all the hardship growing up in the orphanage had shaped Jack's young character. It must have been a dangerous life, filled with perils. In the end, the Lord had been kind to Jack. As far as Tyler was concerned, the Lord had brought Jack to the safety of Testament Creek. And into the arms of himself and Grace. Now all he and Grace needed to do was make sure they did what was right.

Marriage and adoption. 

That was what was needed, Tyler told himself silently as he observed the joy on Grace's features as she laughed at a joke Katie had just told her.

Surely it wasn't impossible, Tyler reflected.

After the lunch was finished they all left the cafe. Grace suggested they walk off some of the huge cakes they'd just eaten. Jack and Katie ran ahead as Tyler and Grace ambled slowly along the boardwalk. It was a pleasant afternoon. The sky was a clear blue. The air was fresh and cool.

As he walked by Grace's side, Tyler felt a familiar sense of peace settle in his spirit. This was where he belonged. With Grace. Glancing ahead at the two pint-sized troublemakers, he smiled. And he and Grace both belonged with those children, he told himself.

"What did Lyle tell you?" Tyler asked.

"He's going to look into the legal side of adoption. He's going to contact the organization which arranged the adoption in Wyoming." Grace paused and then continued. "And he's going to ask around town and try to find a suitable home for the children."

"He is?" Tyler asked, feeling a heaviness sinking in his middle.

Grace nodded. "It might be the best we can do."

Tyler shook his head emphatically. "You know that's not true, Grace."

"What do you mean?"

Tyler looked intently at her. "There is one thing we can both do for Jack and Katie."

Grace gave him the kind of look which told Tyler she knew exactly what he meant. Neither of them were willing to utter any words about marriage, but he was sure she knew that was where he was leading the conversation.

"But we don't know for sure that the children can even remain in Testament Creek, Tyler," Grace said to him. There was a sudden emotion in her voice. "Even Doc Clanton thinks they might have to continue on to Wyoming."

"But he knows how we feel about each other, Grace," Tyler objected.

Grace smiled weakly. "He did make that clear to me when I spoke to him this morning."

Tyler frowned. "You were talking about us to Doc Clanton?"

Grace shook her head. "More like he was telling me a few home truths. It seems you've been candid about your feelings for me."

"You know what the doc is like," Tyler said. "You can't hide anything from someone like him."

"Not even the fact that you love me?" Grace said softly. 

Her words startled him. He slowed and looked at her. "What did you say?"

Grace halted and faced Tyler. "The doctor thinks he knows the cure for our ills." 

"What ills?" Tyler asked.

Grace's gaze softened and she smiled gently up at Tyler. "The ones which are stopping us from being honest with each other. That are preventing us from saying what is really in our hearts."

Tyler's heartbeat quickened. He restrained the urge to reach out and take Grace's hands. "What are you saying, Grace?"

Her cheeks flushed pink with emotion and she smiled at Tyler. "I love you, Tyler Smith." Her eyes moistened with joy as she said the words.

Tyler gasped. This was the last thing he'd expected her to say. He'd opened his heart to Grace before, but she'd always held back from doing the same with him. Now, though, she was willing to tell him she loved him. His heart warmed with a delight and joy which knew no limits.

He wanted to sweep her into his arms, but he knew it was out of the question. Glancing along the length of the boardwalk Tyler saw that the children had already halted and were gazing in puzzlement at himself and Grace. 

Restraining himself with every ounce of his strength, Tyler gazed into Grace's eyes and said: "And I love you, Grace. You know I do."

Grace nodded. Before she had a chance to another word Tyler heard the children's pounding footsteps. Jack and Katie slid to a halt next to Tyler and Grace. 

"Why have you stopped?" Katie asked, looking quizzically from Tyler to Grace and back again.

Tyler smiled at Grace as he replied to Katie: "Grace and I were just talking about something very important. Isn't that right, Grace?"

Grace smiled and nodded. "It is." Then she squatted down and mussed up Jack's hair. The boy giggled as he took a step backwards, putting distance between himself and Grace.

Grace looked at Tyler. "Prudence and Cal have invited us all to their cabin on Friday. They're having a special dinner and they want us all to come."

"Us too?" Katie asked.

Grace squinted at the two children. "Of course. You two will be extra-special guests."

Jack and Katie looked impressed at that announcement.

"Which reminds me. We have to be getting back to the ranch," Grace said. Tyler walked her and the children over to the buckboard.

Once she and the children were up on the seat, Tyler spoke to Jack. "You did really well today, Jack."

"I did?" the boy replied quickly.

Tyler nodded. "I reckon you have a future in law-enforcement."

Jack's eyes widened with delight.

"And you definitely have a future in medicine," Grace said to Katie.

Katie's delight was equal to Jack's.

Tyler and Grace had arranged for the children to be brought back to town on Wednesday. "See you in a couple of days?" he said to Grace.

For a moment she seemed disappointed. Maybe forty-eight hours apart was too much, Tyler told himself. If he had his way, he wouldn't spend a moment away from Grace. But he also had a job to do. Just like Grace had a ranch to look after.

"We'll be here," she said.

Then with a final smile, she flicked the reins and drove the buckboard up Main Street.

As Tyler started to walk back to the jailhouse he asked himself if it was possible that the day could have gone any better.

Grace had declared her love to him. Tyler's spirits sang as he walked along the boardwalk. Truly, the Lord had been gracious to him. He'd moved Grace's heart and she had told Tyler she loved him. The world seemed like a brighter place now.

All that was left to do was take the next step. And, once they did, who knew what might happen next.


CHAPTER TWENTY







"Can we stop and look at the butterflies?" Jack called out as he pointed toward the nearby field of bluebonnet flowers at the edge of the trail along which they were riding. Grace slowed the buckboard and glanced at Tyler. Katie yelled with delight as a cloud of butterflies lifted into the air close to the buckboard.

Once the buckboard had halted Jack leaped down and raced into the knee-deep flowers. Katie followed close behind, laughing excitedly. The sea of bluebonnets covered the field for hundreds of yards. As the children raced through the covering of flowers the butterflies lifted up into the air, swarming around the children in a multi-colored cloud. Jack and Katie snatched at the elusive butterflies. Katie took a tumble and sank into the deep covering of foliage. Jack reached down and hauled Katie to her feet.

"Be careful!" Grace called out.

Sitting alongside her, Tyler laughed quietly. It was Friday and they were on their way to Prudence and Cal's cabin. The sky was a clear azure blue and the late-afternoon air was cool. 

"They're going to get their clothes dirty," Grace complained softly.

"They'll be fine," Tyler said and rested a hand on Grace's arm. Grace looked at Tyler. He was wearing a dark suit, waistcoat and matching Stetson. He looked incredibly handsome, Grace told herself.

"We'll be late," Grace said. "Prudence said we need to be on time."

"Well, she was a schoolteacher," Tyler observed. "Before becoming a ranch owner," he added with a lift of his brow. "So she's used to giving orders for folks to be punctual, I guess."

The children squealed with excitement. Grace turned to watch them again and saw Jack racing after a dense cloud of butterflies. Pursuing him, Katie called out to Jack, telling him to slow down.

"They're so happy," Tyler observed.

Grace nodded, recalling her meeting the day before with attorney Lyle Warner. She still hadn't told Tyler about what Lyle had said. It wasn't the best news, Grace reflected. Especially not for the children.

"I have to tell you something," Grace said turning to Tyler.

"Yeah?" 

Grace nodded. "I spoke with Lyle yesterday."

"What did he say?"

Grace sighed. "There's some good news and some bad news."

"Give me the bad news first," Tyler said. "I usually like to get that out of the way."

Grace glanced at the children, just to make sure they were both well out of earshot. Looking back at Tyler she saw him peering concernedly at her. "There's no-one in town who is suitable to adopt the children,"she said.

Tyler's brows rose in a straight line. He looked surprised. "Is he sure about that?"

Grace nodded. "He's spent a couple of days asking around. Apparently there's no-one who is willing to take the children."

Tyler sighed heavily. "I'm really surprised at that."

Grace frowned. "I was thinking about why that might be."

Tyler peered at Grace. "You were?"

"Maybe folks have seen you and I with the children and have come to their own conclusion."

Tyler's eyes narrowed. "And what conclusion do you think they've come to?"

Grace glanced at the children and smiled. "That maybe there's another solution?" she said quietly. Looking back at Tyler she added: "One that involves a certain sheriff and a ranch owner? Perhaps they don't want to interfere."

Tyler's features turned slightly pale. "I see." He nodded and was silent for a long moment. Then he looked at Grace. "What else did Lyle tell you?"

"Lyle said that, because the children's adoption wasn't formally completed, they are still legally orphans." Grace saw Tyler nod thoughtfully. Of course he understood what all that could mean. There was only one couple in town who would be suitable adoptive parents for Jack and Katie.

Grace wondered how Tyler felt about that fact. From her own point of view, being with the children had become a real source of delight in her life. The prospect of adopting children had never occurred to Grace. There had been so much to get used to after inheriting the ranch. But now, everything seemed to be leading her and Tyler in that direction. 

Tyler had spoken to her about the children's future a few times during the last few days. It seemed that she and Tyler shared the same desire to give the children as much certainty and security as possible. During the week, she and Tyler had continued to try and give the children an experience of what it might be like to live in Testament Creek. Katie had visited Miss Hardesty a couple of times. And Jack had spent more time with Tyler.

The simple fact was that Grace and Tyler had grown close to the children. And the children were increasingly comfortable being with herself and Tyler. For Grace, all of this led her to one inescapable conclusion. 

The four of them were beginning to feel like a genuine family in the making.

"You know what I believe?" Tyler said. 

"What?"

"The Lord is drawing us all together," Tyler said softly. "He wants us all to be a family."

Grace dragged in a deep breath. She knew what would be needed before that could happen. Marriage. Then followed by formal adoption procedures. Still, she was barely able to comprehend what that would mean for all of their lives.

Tyler leaned closer and gazed intently into Grace's eyes. "What do you think, Grace?"

Grace peered at Tyler's handsome features. She could see the emotion in his eyes; hear it in his voice. She smiled gently at Tyler. "Maybe you're right," she replied in a quiet voice. "There is one other possibility, though."

"What?"

Grace looked along the trail in the direction of Prudence and Cal's cabin. "You're forgetting there's one other couple who might like to look after two delightful children."

"Prudence and Cal?" Tyler asked.

Grace nodded. "They might consider it."

She saw disappointment settle on Tyler's features. Grace knew just how much being with the children meant to Tyler. Deep down, she knew her impulsive suggestion was highly unlikely. And that she was probably trying to avoid dealing the truth. 

She and Tyler were the only ones who could make the children truly happy. Tyler sank into a long silence, watching Jack and Katie racing around amongst the field of bluebonnets.

After they'd chased butterflies around for a few minutes more, Katie and Jack returned to the buckboard.

"Did you like that?" Grace asked Katie.

Katie nodded. "They're beautiful," she admitted.

Once they were all back on the buckboard they resumed the journey to the cabin. They reached the cabin a short time later. Hope had gone ahead an hour earlier on her horse and was standing outside the cabin talking with Prudence and Cal. They called out to the buckboard, greeted one another, and soon everyone was making their way into the cabin. Hope and Prudence had worked together to create a delicious meal. The table was set for seven and they all took their places.

Prudence said grace and then it was time to start eating the delicious food. The small interior of the cabin was soon filled with the sounds of happy folks enjoying a home-cooked meal. Tyler and Cal were good friends. They both told jokes, and teased the women and children with good-humor. Grace was delighted by the good feeling around the table. 

During the meal, as she helped clear some of the plates getting ready to bring the next servings, she saw a serious expression on Prudence's features. "Is everything okay, Prudence?" Grace asked her friend as they stood at the dry sink area.

Prudence laid a hand gently on her belly. "I'm fine." She smiled. "I'm just not very hungry."

Grace frowned. "You're not feeling unwell, are you?"

Prudence shook her head. "No." She glanced across at the table. Grace saw that Cal was watching his wife with a concerned look on his face. "Everything couldn't be better."

Grace felt unease tugging at her heart. She'd grown close to Prudence during their time at the Circle T. What had started out as a mutual ownership of a ranch had turned into a deep and true friendship.

Grace helped Prudence bring the plates with the fruit and cakes to the table. For the rest of the meal, Prudence glanced occasionally at Prudence and Cal. They kept looking knowingly at one another. Soon, Grace started to think that the couple were sharing some kind of secret. 

Grace thought about what she'd said to Tyler earlier, about adopting the children, and considered whether she should speak with Prudence after the meal.

Just as the last course of dinner was finished, Cal stood at the head of the table and smiled at everyone. "I'd like to say that we are so pleased you could all come," Cal said smiling at Grace, Hope, Tyler and the children. "Prudence and I have an announcement to make."

Grace's heart leaped. She glanced urgently at Tyler. His expression was blank and unreadable.

Cal reached down and took Prudence's hand. She looked up at her husband and her cheeks flushed pink with delight.

Cal cleared his throat and drew in a deep breath. "Prudence and I are expecting a little one."

Prudence smiled. "We're going to have a baby!" 

Grace and Hope squealed with delight in perfect unison. The children looked at one another with total surprise. Tyler stood, went to Cal and shook the man's hand. "Congratulations," he declared. Then he went to Prudence and hugged her gently.

Grace and Hope went to Prudence and embraced her excitedly. "I'm so happy for you!" Grace declared, her voice shaking with joy.

"You and Cal must be so happy," Hope stated enthusiastically.

"We are," Prudence said and gazed lovingly at Cal. 

"It'll be a springtime baby," Cal said.

Grace ushered the children to her. Jack and Katie obeyed Grace's request and came to her side. "Isn't it wonderful, children?" Grace said to them.

Jack and Katie grinned at Prudence. The children were still speechless.

For a while longer everyone took time to enjoy the good news. A toast was proposed by Tyler and glasses of apple juice were drank. The conversation around the table was excited and animated. Grace was so happy for Prudence and Cal. She realized this news made her and Tyler's situation even more straightforward. 

She and Tyler were the only ones who could adopt the children.

The celebration continued for another two hours. Then it was time to return to the Circle T ranch. Hope rode alongside the buckboard as they all made their way back to the ranch. The talk during the ride was all about the exciting news. Tyler seemed delighted and he spent some time explaining to the children how Prudence and Cal would live in their cabin with the new arrival. Cal had plans to extend the cabin before the winter arrived. There'd even be plenty of space for even more new arrivals in the future. Prudence and Cal were starting a family, and Grace couldn't have been more delighted.

Finally they arrived at the ranch. Drawing into the yard, Grace saw a man standing on the porch. Looking closely as she drew the buckboard to a halt she guessed the man was in his fifties. He was dressed in a dark suit and black derby hat. He watched the buckboard from beneath dark, bushy brows. A horse was tied up at the hitching rail.

Grace heard Jack draw in a sharp breath. "Katie! Look." the little boy said.

Katie squealed quietly. Grace looked at the little girl and saw Katie's eyes widen.

Tyler glanced quizzically at Grace. He'd taken note of the children's reaction to seeing the man.

Katie leaned suddenly against Jack and moaned. Grace's heart froze. The girl seemed perplexed by the sight of the stranger.

Tyler leaped down from the buckboard seat. The stranger stepped down from the porch and advanced toward Tyler. He halted in front of Tyler and peered at the children. Grace remained next to Jack and Katie. For some reason she felt an urgent need to protect them. Whoever this man was, he clearly had affected the children. 

A thought struck Grace. The children knew this man. And that could mean only one thing.

The man lifted his hat and peered at Tyler. "Good evening to you," he said in a deep voice. "Do I have the pleasure of addressing the owner of the ranch?"

Hope got down from her horse and walked toward the man. "You do." She pointed at Grace. "Myself and this woman own the Circle T."

The man seemed surprised that Tyler wasn't the owner. "In that case, I apologize for intruding. But I have business with whoever has been taking temporary care of those two delightful children, there on that buckboard."

"Who are you, sir?" Tyler demanded.

Grace already knew the answer to that question. And, by the look on Hope's face, her friend had come to the same conclusion.

The man stepped around Tyler and walked toward the buckboard. "My name is Nathaniel Morgan. I run the adoption agency which sent these children on their way to Wyoming." 

Then the man peered at Grace. When he uttered his next words she felt a chill race up her spine. "I've come to speak about their future."


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE







Jack and Katie were taken into the house by Lucia while Tyler and Grace escorted Mr Morgan into the parlor. Mr Morgan sat on the smaller sofa while Tyler sat together on the long couch. After settling the children in their room, Lucia brought coffee to the parlor. Mr Morgan had been silent since entering the house. He sipped his coffee and gazed approvingly around the interior of the parlor. Finally he placed his cup down on the small table.

"You say you own this ranch, Miss Murray," Morgan said with an obviously skeptical tone of voice.

Tyler saw Grace stiffen. He knew when she was indignant about something, and this was one of those moments. 

"Miss Murray and her two friends own the Circle T," Tyler explained. He saw Grace frown at him. "They do a fine job, if you ask me."

"And who are you, exactly?" Mr Morgan asked. Once again there was a weary tone in the man's voice. 

Now it was Tyler's turn to feel annoyed. He lifted his chin and peered at Morgan. "I'm the sheriff of Testament Creek."

For the first time since he'd arrive, Mr Morgan seemed impressed. "A lawman," he said and nodded. 

"I'm glad you approve," Tyler said with a hint of irony in his voice. Tyler saw the corner of Grace's mouth crease with a hint of a smile. Tyler peered at Morgan. "You claim to be the man who sent those two children on their journey to Wyoming," he said. "I suppose you have some proof you can show me."

Morgan's eyes narrowed. Perhaps he hadn't expected to deal with a lawman when he'd decided to come all the way to Testament Creek. Morgan pointed to a black valise which he'd laid on the floor next to the sofa. "I have all the proof you require." 

Morgan started to move toward the bag, but Tyler lifted a hand. "There's no need for that now," Tyler said. "I can see that later. But I have some questions for you."

Morgan's gaze met Tyler's. The man had a stern look in his eyes. This was a man who was used to having his way, Tyler told himself. "What kind of questions, sheriff?"

Tyler glanced at Grace and saw that she was watching him intently. "You know what happened to the children and Miss Hardesty, don't you?"

Morgan nodded. "I was informed about the train robbery. And the fact that the children were removed from the train by a local lawman. It took me a few days of inquiries to find out exactly where the children had been taken."

"And what about Miss Hardesty?" Grace asked sharply. "Have you no concern about her well-being?"

Morgan frowned. "Why would I?" he said dismissively.

Tyler heard Grace draw in a sharp breath. Before she exploded, Tyler interrupted her. "Are you aware that Miss Hardesty was abducted by the train robbers?"

Morgan's features turned pale. In an instant, his harsh demeanor was transformed into one of deep shock. "Abducted? Did she come to harm?"

Tyler shook his head. "Thankfully, we managed to rescue her." Tyler grinned. "And we captured the outlaws who robbed the train."

"Tyler did that," Grace interjected. Tyler felt his cheeks flush with heat. Grace's comment had embarrassed him.

"With the help of some local men, of course," Tyler added. 

"And Miss Hardesty. Was she harmed?" Morgan asked, clearly concerned.

"She sustained a gunshot wound during the rescue attempt," Tyler announced.

Morgan gasped. "Good Lord!" 

"She's recovering under the care of the local doctor," Tyler told Morgan.

"And one of my friends who happens to have been trained as a nurse," Grace added with a triumphant tone in her voice. "The doctor believes Miss Hardesty will make a full recovery. Although it might take some time."

Morgan nodded thoughtfully. "I'm relieved Miss Hardesty did not suffer permanent harm."

Tyler recalled Miss Hardesty's concerns about come aspects of Mr Morgan's conduct prior to her leaving for Wyoming with the children. Tyler wondered what secrets the man might be hiding.

"Of course that means Miss Hardesty will not be able to leave Testament Creek and continue her journey to Wyoming," Tyler said. He knew he was also trying to get to the subject of whether the children would be leaving town any time soon.

Morgan took a long sip of his coffee and leaned back against the back of the sofa. "I can see that a great deal has happened. And that you both have been closely involved in all the events."

"Don't you want to know about Jack and Katie?" Grace snapped.

Morgan peered at Grace. "Of course I do. They're well-being is paramount to me and my Society."

"And what Society is that?" Tyler asked.

Morgan smiled. "I administer The Texas Child Welfare and Benevolent Society." Morgan seemed suddenly filled with pride.

"I've never heard of it," Tyler said abruptly.

Morgan squinted at Tyler. "We send orphaned children to various parts of this fine country of ours. The children are placed with families and then accompanied there by our chosen representative."

"Like Miss Hardesty?" Grace asked.

Morgan nodded. "Jack and Katie were orphaned a few years ago when we had that terrible hurricane on the coast. Many children suffered as a result of that. But the Lord saw fit to bring them to us and we did our best to look after them until such time that a suitable family were found."

Tyler narrowed his eyes at Morgan. "You're a man of faith, Nathaniel?" Tyler asked, deliberately using the man's first name.

"I am indeed," Morgan confirmed.

Once again, Tyler recalled Miss Hardesty's reports of overhearing some kind of conversation between Mr Morgan and another person. A conversation which suggested something was amiss about the children's adoption arrangements. If Morgan was a man of faith, Tyler wondered how he could have been involved in something outside the law. Somehow it didn't fit.

"Since you're a man of faith, as I am, you'll understand that sometimes the Lord works in ways that we can't quite comprehend."

"I do understand that, sheriff," Morgan said. "I've seen some real miracles in my dealings with the many unfortunate children who've benefitted from our help. The Lord does work in mysterious ways. But everything is for the good. Of that I am in no doubt."

Tyler leaned forward and peered at Morgan. "Then you'll understand me when I say that I believe that the Lord has brought Jack and Katie to the Circle T. And that He has brought the children into the lives and safekeeping of the good people who live here."

Morgan's gaze was steady. He looked at Grace and smiled. "I appreciate that you've taken care of them while they've been here, ma'am."

"Miss Murray and her friends have done a wonderful job of caring for the children since the moment they were rescued from the train," Tyler said. "In fact, Miss Murray was with me on the day we found the children on the train. It was my decision, as the local lawman, to make sure Jack and Katie were safe. Since Miss Hardesty had been taken away from them, Miss Murray kindly offered to look after the children."

Morgan smiled. "I'm most grateful, Miss Murray."

Grace smiled. "It's been a true delight. The children have taken to ranch life like they were born to live here."

Morgan's eyes narrowed as if he suddenly realized where the conversation was being led. Tyler glanced at Grace. She was getting ahead of herself, he reflected. Tyler was trying to show Morgan that the ranch and Testament Creek was where the children truly belonged. Tyler knew Morgan had come to take the children away. But Tyler was determined that wouldn't happen.

"Mr Morgan," Tyler said. "The children are very happy here. In fact, I can't believe they would be any happier in Wyoming. They have everything they could possibly want here. A secure home. Sufficient means for their support. A local schoolhouse. A community of godly people." Tyler sighed gently. "Why, the other day we took them to church here in Testament Creek."

"You did?" Morgan asked apparently impressed. 

Tyler nodded. "And they've been welcomed into this community with open arms."

Morgan was silent for a few long moments. Tyler glanced at Grace and saw her smile tentatively at him. He hoped she knew how much this meant to him. And how hard he was willing to try to convince Nathaniel Morgan that the children could stay in Testament Creek.

Morgan nodded. "I can see you and Miss Murray have worked hard to do the best for the children. And I appreciate that. I truly do." Morgan's brows furrowed. 

Tyler felt a heavy sensation in his middle. "So what's your concern, Mr Morgan?"

"Concern, sheriff?" Morgan asked.

Tyler nodded. "I can see you're worried about something."

Morgan nodded. He glanced from Tyler to Grace. "May I ask how you and Miss Murray are related."

Tyler furrowed his brows. "What do you mean?"

Morgan glanced down and pointed at Tyler's hand. "I see no evidence of matrimony on your fingers, sheriff. Nor on Miss Murray's hand. I can see that you both are very close to one another. But I take it that you are not married to each other."

Tyler heard Grace sigh heavily. He looked at Grace and saw the concern written on her features. "We are not married," Tyler admitted heavily. Then suddenly, he added: "Not yet, anyway."

Tyler and Grace exchanged an urgent glance.

"Not yet?" Morgan repeated. "Does that mean that marriage is imminent?"

The room was silent for a long time as Tyler stared at Grace. He saw her eyes moistening with emotion. He saw the almost visible panic on her features. Her gaze flickered with doubt and trepidation.

Tyler recalled the conversations he and Grace had had about this very subject. They'd both declared their love for one another. How much more did they need to do before they realized what was necessary for their happiness and that of the children? Before they took the final step.

It was time for courageous action, Tyler told himself. But he wasn't going to take that final, decisive step in front of a complete stranger. However, the truth had to be spoken.

"Miss Murray and I love each other and it is our intention to be wed as soon as possible," Tyler stated. 

Tyler saw Grace's mouth open. Her eyes widened and her cheeks flushed pink with emotion. She looked stunned by Tyler's bold words. Tyler waited for her to deny what he'd just said. His heartbeat was racing furiously. He could hardly draw a breath as he waited for Grace to say something. 

But she didn't. 

Grace remained silent for a few moments and then, turning to Mr Morgan, she smiled. "What Tyler said is true," she said softly.

Tyler's spirits soared when he heard Grace say those words. He just about managed to stop himself from crying out loud with delight and joy. Tyler saw Morgan glance from him to Grace as if he wanted to confirm that he wasn't being lied to. 

Morgan cleared his throat and then sighed. "You realize that the adoption process still includes the family in Wyoming. They will be waiting for the arrival of the children. Strictly speaking, they are the still the adoptive family."

Grace leaned forward. "I have some professional background in the law, Mr Morgan. I have taken advice, and it is my understanding that, because they haven't yet arrived in Wyoming, the children's adoption arrangements can be altered."

"You've taken legal advice?" Morgan asked.

"We have personal connections with the judge in Austin," Tyler added quickly. It was true that the judge and Tyler were acquainted. It was the judge who'd personally  appointed Tyler as sheriff during the summer.

"You do?" Morgan added, apparently impressed. Morgan though for a moment. Then he took one sip of coffee and laid his cup down on the table.

"I can see you've both thought about this in considerable detail," Morgan said. "But it doesn't change the simple fact that the children can only be adopted by a legally married couple." Morgan sighed. "In view of the fact that there appears to be no legally married couple currently willing to adopt the children here in Testament Creek, I shall be taking them back with me on the next stagecoach which I believe leaves on Wednesday."

Morgan stood and peered down at Tyler and then at Grace. "No!" Grace cried out and stood.

Tyler stood and went to Grace's side. He swept an arm around her waist and held Grace tightly against him, eager that she say nothing more. As if sensing what Tyler wanted from her, Grace remained silent as Morgan started to walk toward the parlor door. 

Morgan turned before leaving. "I am staying at the hotel in town. I'll be there until I leave on Wednesday."

And then he walked out of the ranch house and closed the door firmly behind him.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO







Grace felt Tyler's arm tighten around her waist as they both stood in the parlor, watching through the window, as Nathaniel Morgan rode away from the ranch. For a long moment neither Grace nor Tyler spoke. Her mind was foggy and she was still in a state of shock about Morgan's arrival. By the time her mind had cleared, Morgan was a distant figure near the horizon.

Grace turned to Tyler. "What are we going to do?" she asked him.

Tyler slid his arms around Grace and held her against him. It felt good to be in his arms, Grace reflected. She'd listened to the determined way Tyler had spoken to Morgan and she'd been proud of her handsome sheriff. He'd stood up for her and the children.

Tyler gazed into Grace'e eyes. There was a look of appreciation in his gaze, she told herself. He'd spoken some plain truths to Morgan. Not the least of which was Tyler's declaration that he loved her. 

When Tyler had said those words, Grace had felt her heart fill with joy. Tyler had also made it abundantly clear how much the children meant to him. 

Tyler brushed the back of his fingers softly against the side of her face. She leaned against his hand, savoring the warmth of his touch. She held his gaze, wanting to simply enjoy the look of love in his eyes. Because that was how Tyler was gazing at her. With sheer adoration and love. 

Grace felt delight sweep through every nerve in her body. "You haven't answered my question, Tyler."

He smiled warmly. "Morgan says he'll be here until Wednesday. That gives us a few days."

"To do what?" she asked, even though she knew exactly what he was talking about.

"To do what we should have done a long time ago," Tyler said softly. There was no anxiety in his voice. Just a sense that what he was about to say next was unavoidable. 

Inevitable.

"And what's that?" Grace asked. Her heartbeat was racing and her breath was tight in her chest. Anticipation was building, stretching every one of her nerves to breaking point.

Tyler took one step back and took hold of Grace's hands, holding them with great tenderness. Then, slowly, he sank down onto one knee.

Grace gasped. Even though she'd known what he was about to do, gazing down into his eyes, and realizing what he might say next, made her legs feel unsteady. She just about managed to stay on her feet as Tyler held her hands and gazed up into her eyes.

"Tyler!" she exclaimed in soft murmur of delight.

He smiled warmly at her. "Grace Murray. I love you. And I always will love you."

Grace smiled at Tyler. "And you know I love you, Tyler."

Her reply seemed to embolden him. Tyler gazed into her eyes. "Grace. Will you do me the greatest honor of all by agreeing to become my wife?"

The world shifted beneath her feet. Time seemed to stand still. Tyler's expression was a curious mixture of joy and apprehension. The parlor seemed unusually silent for a few, interminable moments.

Tyler lifted his brows and gazed expectantly at Grace. It looked like waiting for an answer was proving to be excruciating, she told herself. Seeing his handsome features gazing up at her, melted Grace's heart. Joy swept through her as the significance of what was happening sank in.

Grace squeezed Tyler's fingers gently and smiled down at him. Her heartbeat quickened. There was only one answer to his question. And she'd known the truth for a very long time. There was nothing else she wanted to be except Tyler's wife. 

"Yes," she murmured.

Tyler's face brightened. "You will?"

Grace nodded quickly and laughed. "I will marry you, Tyler Smith."

In an instant, Tyler rose to his feet and swept Grace into his arms. He let out a whoop of delight and drew her close to him. She felt the warmth and tender power of his embrace. He kissed her with a passion mingled with obvious relief. She sank into his embrace, feeling that there was no other place for her in the world except in the arms of her handsome sheriff. The wonderful man who wanted her to become his wife. 

As his lips caressed hers with tenderness and love, Grace's mind was swept up by a whirlwind of thoughts. How had this all happened? Since the moment she'd met Tyler for the first time outside the sheriff's office, months before, every step they'd taken together seemed to have been leading to this moment. 

And now she was his. She had agreed to become his wife.

Grace gasped with delight as Tyler continued to kiss her with obvious love and affection. Her entire being had come to life in a way she'd never experienced before.

Tyler ended the kiss by leaning his head back. He gazed into Grace's eyes and smiled. "You have made me the happiest man in Texas."

Grace lifted a brow. "Just in Texas?" she joked.

Tyler laughed quietly and then kissed her. Leaning back he said: "I promise to make you happy, Grace. To do everything I can to honor and protect you. To make every day filled with joy." His gaze brightened with sheer joy. When he spoke next, his voice shook with emotion. "To love you more and more from this day forward."

Grace moved some loose locks of Tyler's hair away from his forehead. "And I promise to always love you, Tyler," she told him. Her voice cracked with emotion. 

This time it was her turn to kiss him. Lifting her mouth up to him, she kissed him softly and tenderly.

Grace could have rested in Tyler's arms for a long time, but it seemed it wasn't to be. Footsteps thudded on the stairs. 

"Someone's coming," Grace said, expecting Tyler to quickly release her. 

Instead, he held her tightly and turned to face the open parlor door. Hope, dressed in a plain blue gown, came bounding across the hallway and stopped at the parlor entrance. Her mouth dropped open as she took in the sight of Tyler and Grace in a tender embrace and looking like they were both on top of the world.

"Oh!" Hope exclaimed and started to turn, making as if to leave.

"Hope. Stay," Grace exclaimed. "We have the most wonderful news to tell you." Grace smiled at Tyler. "Isn't that right."

Tyler nodded. "Yes."

Hope stepped into the room and advanced slowly toward Grace and Tyler. Her initial shock was starting to wear off. "News?" she asked.

Grace nodded. "Can't you guess?"

Hope smiled and looked from Grace to Tyler and back again. "I have been watching you two for a few months. I think I know what you're about to tell me." Hope squealed with excitement and lifted a hand to the frilled collar of her gown. "But, tell me anyway," she added enthusiastically.

Grace glanced at Tyler and he smiled at her. She let go of Tyler and faced him. "Tyler has asked me to marry him. And I have accepted."

Hope yelled with delight and leaped into Grace's arms. "I'm so happy for you, Grace," Hope declared. "I knew this was going to happen. Sooner or later."

Grace released Hope. "You have the smartest woman in Texas there, Tyler," Hope said. "You know that, don't you."

Tyler grinned. "And the most beautiful, too," he added.

"She is," Hope agreed. She hugged Grace one more time. "Prudence and Cal are going to be so excited by this. And on the day when they announced they're going to become parents."

"It is amazing, isn't it," Grace concurred. 

"What prompted this?" Hope asked. "I mean today of all days." Unspoken was the fact that it wasn't long since Nathaniel Morgan had left the Circle T. 

"For a long time I've wanted to ask for Grace's hand," Tyler said. Grace realized he'd just moved the conversation away from the subject of their recent visitor. "But I just couldn't find the right moment."

Grace said. "You've got a busy life keeping law and order in Testament Creek."

Tyler shook his head. "Speaking of town, you and I need to go into town, right now, Grace," Tyler announced.

"Now?"

Tyler nodded. "Before it gets dark. I want to find out when the pastor can marry us." His voice was filled with joy and enthusiasm. "The sooner the better."

Hope laughed. "Why are you in such a hurry?" she asked.

Grace and Tyler exchanged a careful look. Grace knew the time had come to share the other reason for the decision to marry.

Grace scooped a hand inside Hope's arm. She told Hope about the conversation with Mr Morgan, explaining the circumstances of the children's adoption. And, finally Mr Morgan's stated intention to take the children away from Testament Creek on the Wednesday stagecoach.

Hope stared wide-eyed at Grace. "But can he do that?"

Grace nodded. "He can. And I believe he will. Unless another arrangement is put in place. And quickly."

Hope stared in apparent disbelief from Grace to Tyler. "Are you two going to adopt Jack and Katie?"

Grace grinned. "We hope so. But first Tyler and I have to get married." For a moment Grace paused, still hardly believing she'd said that. 

"The pastor married a young couple last week," Tyler said. "The woman was a mail order bride. She and her new husband had only met the day before when she arrived on the stagecoach." Tyler shrugged. "So weddings can be carried out at very short notice."

"Did Mr Morgan agree to you both adopting the children?" Hope asked. "Because that is what you're saying, isn't it?"

Tyler looked suddenly serious. "No. He doesn't know about it, yet. But I think he suspects. He knows how much Grace and I love each other."

Grace smiled at Tyler. She was sure he was right. Morgan seemed to be in no doubt about the depth of feeling between Grace and Tyler. And, because of that, she was sure a wedding would come as no surprise to the man. 

A thought occurred to Grace. "Do you think Morgan is giving us a chance?" she asked Tyler.

He frowned. "To marry and apply for adoption? Maybe. That's why I'll be going across to Austin to get the judge to sign the adoption papers. And I'll be going there as soon as we're married, Grace," he said looking earnestly at her. 

She knew what he was getting at. No sooner would they be married but Tyler would have to leave her and go to Austin. He'd be gone for at least a whole day. 

"If Morgan does try to take the children away, he'll have formal papers signed by a Texas judge preventing him from doing that," Grace said, speaking like she was back in the Kansas City law office where she'd once worked.

Hope sank down onto the sofa and sighed. "It's all happening so fast."

"If we don't act, the children will leave Testament Creek. They might never come back," Grace said and sat down next to Hope. Just thinking about that possibility made a knot of worry twist in Grace's middle. "We can't let that happen, Hope. You've seen how happy Jack and Katie are here."

"And you're both willing to do this for their sakes?" Hope asked looking from Grace to Tyler.

Tyler came to Grace and took her hand in his. "I love Grace," he said softly. Grace's heart warmed as she gazed up at Tyler. "We're going to have a perfect life together. Being able to care for the children just makes it all even more perfect," Tyler said. His voice was low and filled with emotion. "The Lord has granted us love. And he's also granted us a chance to begin to have a family."

Grace saw Hope smiling up at Tyler. His faith was real and very powerful. And, being with him these past few days and weeks, Grace had to admit that her own faith was growing stronger.

But there was still so much to be done. "When do you want to go and speak with the pastor?" she asked Tyler.

"Now," he declared. "Maybe he can marry us this weekend."

Tyler made it sound so inevitable. Hope gasped. "If that happens we'll have to tell Miss Hardesty. And the children."

Grace laid a gentle hand on Hope's arm. "Let's not tell the children. Not just yet. Tyler and I can speak with them ourselves."

"It is going to work out," Tyler declared firmly. Grace gazed at her husband-to-be and saw the burning fire of determination in his eyes. She'd seen that look before. When he'd told her he'd rescue Miss Hardesty from the gang of outlaws.

"Wait until we get back from town, Hope," Grace told her friend. "Then we can start preparing."

"We might only have one day!" Hope exclaimed. "How can we prepare a wedding in a day?"

Grace smiled patiently. "I think the Lord will find a way," she said quietly. She saw Tyler smiling at her. "He has brought us through all of this."

"He will grant us the strength we need," Tyler stated.

Grace stood and faced Tyler. "I think you're right, Tyler."  She scooped her arm into his. "Let's go see the pastor."


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE







The pastor had agreed that it would be a Sunday wedding.

Tyler sat on the buckboard out in the yard in front of the ranch house on the Saturday morning. The sky was clear and bright and the air was cool.

 He held the reins in his hand and glanced at the house, wondering when Grace and the children would be emerging. They were all about to take a short ride on the buckboard to Prudence and Cal's cabin. Tyler and Grace had a wedding invitation to issue. He wondered how it would be received. With joy and delight, Tyler told himself.

Tyler heard Lucia's voice from the kitchen. He smiled, recalling the delight with which Lucia had received the news of Grace and Tyler's wedding. Lucia would bring her husband and son to the wedding. She had promised a special spread of food for the after-wedding celebration which was being planned at the ranch house. Tyler had no doubt that Lucia and Hope would spend most of Saturday preparing for the celebrations.

Then there was the matter of Miss Hardesty. Grace had told Tyler that she intended to invite Mary to the wedding. From Hope's description, it seemed Mary Hardesty was up and walking around the doctor's house, albeit very carefully. With some help Miss Hardesty would be able to attend the wedding at the church.

Finally, Grace and the children emerged from inside the house. Grace was dressed in a pale blue gown and matching bonnet. It seemed she wanted to look her best when she got to tell Prudence all about the wedding. 

But there was another conversation which would take place before they all arrived at Prudence and Cal's cabin. Tyler and Grace planned on having a talk with Jack and Katie. They needed to know how the children felt about the possibility that they would be adopted by Grace and Tyler.

Sitting on the seat, grasping the buckboard reins in his hands, Tyler felt nerves twisting in his middle. He hoped the talk with the children would go well. But there was no guarantee. Thankfully, over the breakfast table this morning, there had been no mention of Nathaniel Morgan. If the children were worried about the man's presence at the ranch, they were doing a good job of hiding it. Once again, Tyler was filled with admiration at the inner strength both children possessed. They'd both been toughened by tragedy and the hardships of life. 

As he watched the children running toward the buckboard, Tyler offered up a silent prayer. 

Lord. Grant me the patience, strength and wisdom to speak well with the children. Guide my heart to say the words which will help them trust me and place their faith in Grace and myself as their future parents. Amen.

Soon, they were all on the buckboard seat. Tyler drove the buckboard eastward along the trail they'd followed the day before. And, as they'd done yesterday, Tyler halted at the field of bluebonnet flowers. The children raced out across the field, chasing butterflies. Just as they'd done the day before.

Once they'd exhausted themselves, Jack and Katie came back to the buckboard. Up on the seat, Tyler rested the reins on the floor and smiled at the children. He glanced at Grace and saw her concerned expression. She was as worried as he was, Tyler told himself.

"Children. Tyler and I would like to speak with you both for a few moments," Grace said softly.

Jack and Katie gazed innocently at Grace. Their faces were flushed with their exertions. Eyes bright, they peered at Grace and Tyler with obvious curiosity. 

Tyler turned and rested his arm against the back of the seat. "You both know that Grace and I love you very much," Tyler said, getting straight to the point.

Katie smiled. "And we love you, Tyler," she said. "And you, Grace. Isn't that right, Jack?" 

Tyler felt himself choke up when he heard Katie's quiet voice utter the words.

Jack nodded, although he did look slightly embarrassed by Katie's sweet admission. "Yup," was all Jack could bring himself to say. But Tyler could see the genuine pleasure in Jack's eyes.

Grace smiled at the children. "We are very happy that you've come here to the Circle T. I am so pleased that you like the ranch, and Testament Creek, too."

Both children gazed at Grace but said nothing. Did they sense something else was coming?

"It's a real privilege to have you both with us," Tyler said. He leaned closer and lowered his voice. "And there's one other thing."

Jack lifted his brows. "What's that?"

Tyler smiled at Grace. "We adore you both very much. You are the most important people in the world to me and Grace."

That statement made both children's mouths drop open. They exchanged astonished looks.

"There is one other thing we want to tell you," Tyler said. Tyler reached across and rested his hand on Grace's arm. "Grace and I are getting married."

Jack and Katie gasped in perfect unison. "Married!" Katie asked.

Grace nodded. "We've already made the arrangements. We're getting married tomorrow in the church in town. And you both are to be our very special guests."

Now both children's faces were covered in smiles.

"Isn't that wonderful?" Grace asked.

"Does that mean you're going to come and live in the ranch house?" Jack asked Tyler.

Taken aback for a moment, Tyler forced himself to smile. "I guess it does." Tyler saw Grace smile at him. The prospect of living at the ranch delighted Tyler.

"I like that," Jack announced.

Once again Tyler's heart swelled with emotion. These children had transformed his life. They were so important to him.

"We have one other thing we want to say," Grace said. "An important question we'd like to ask you both."

"What's that?" Katie asked.

The moment of truth had arrived, Tyler told himself. He glanced at Grace and saw the shadow of worry in her eyes.

"What Grace is saying is that we would like to ask you Jack, and you, Katie to make a very important choice." Tyler said. "It involves where you both would like to live."

Tyler saw Jack's brows furrow. Katie stared, wide-eyed, at Grace, almost as if she was seeking answers.

Grace drew in a deep breath and spoke clearly and with obvious purpose. "Tyler and I are going to become man and wife. And we would be honored and delighted if you would both let us be your parents."

Katie's jaw dropped open. Jack gasped and was speechless for a long moment.

"Are you saying you could be our mom and dad?" Katie asked softly.

Grace nodded. "That is exactly what we're saying, Katie."

The children looked astonished. Tyler's heart was beating furiously and his throat was suddenly tight. He couldn't swallow as he peered at the children. Tyler could see the truth dawning on their faces. They understood what they were being asked. To accept himself and Grace as parents, instead of continuing to Wyoming. And, Tyler told himself, instead of going back to the orphanage with Mr Morgan. He was sure they'd thought about that terrible possibility.

"You want us to stay at the ranch?" Jack asked. "Forever?"

Grace smiled warmly at Jack. "Yes. Forever. Tyler and I would love to adopt you both. You would be our children. And we would be your parents."

There was a long pause. Finally, both children smiled excitedly at each other. Tyler felt a heavy weight lifting from his shoulders as he gazed upon the children's delighted faces. 

"What do you say?" Tyler said and grinned at the children. 

There was one last pause which seemed to last an eternity. Then Jack and Katie laughed out loud and nodded. 

"Yes," Jack exclaimed in the brightest of voices.

"Yes!" Katie squealed in the happiest of tones.

Grace sighed contentedly and laughed with delight as she hugged the children. Tyler eased closer, embracing all three of them. He felt Grace's body shaking with emotion. The children were sobbing with joy. Tyler could no longer contain himself, his eyes moistening with gratitude. 

Silently, he thanked his Lord for the blessing which had just been bestowed upon all four of them. It truly was a miracle, Tyler told himself. 

For a long moment they all just shared the joy of their newly formed family. When at last, it was time to continue the ride to Prudence and Cal's cabin Tyler could see how much the last few minutes had meant to the children. They couldn't contain their joy. They laughed out loud and hugged one another. It was as if all the pain and all the doubt of the last few days, even the last few years, had been swept aside. They had a future now, Tyler told himself. Not just the children. But himself and Grace were about to be granted that most precious of all blessings. 

A family.

They only had a few more steps to take and then all of their futures would be assured. Their joy and delight would be assured.

Tyler lifted the reins. "Let's go tell Prudence and Cal," he said to the children and Grace.

Grace looked relieved and delighted. "Yes. Let's do that," she agreed.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR







"The dress will never be ready on time," Grace announced.

At the table by the parlor window of the Circle T ranch house, Hope and Prudence were working on the adjustments being made to the white wedding dress. It was the one which Prudence had worn to her own wedding back in the summer. Grace had agreed that, given the short time available to them, the only sensible solution was that she should borrow Prudence's beautiful dress. Fortunately, the adjustments needed were minor.

"Nonsense, Grace," Prudence objected. She smiled at Grace. "We've got twenty-four hours until the wedding. That's plenty of time."

"We'll have it ready, even if we have to stay up all night," Hope added as she worked on stitching the hem of the dress.

Grace sighed. "Let me help," she said and stood.

Prudence waved a hand at Grace. "No. Hope and I know what we're doing," Prudence said and glanced at Hope. "Isn't that right?"

Hope nodded, although Grace thought her friend didn't exactly look convinced. "Of course," Hope said and immediately focused all her attention on the stitching.

Grace stood in the middle of the parlor and clasped her hands at her middle. From the kitchen she could hear the sounds of the children and Lucia. Jack and Katie had agreed to help Lucia prepare some of the food for the after-wedding celebration. Grace smiled when she heard a crash of crockery followed by a long silence and the the giggling of both children. It seemed like things were going to be busy in the kitchen, too. 

Grace sighed. If everything went to plan, she and Tyler would have to get used to listening to the sounds of children around the Circle T ranch house. Just thinking about that made her heart warm. She was optimistic everything would turn out well. The children's enthusiasm about the prospect of herself and Tyler becoming their adoptive parents seemed genuine. Grace looked forward to offering the children a future of hope and joy and security. And, with Tyler by her side, she knew it was a real possibility.

"What are you thinking about?" Prudence asked, looking up from her work on the dress.

"Tyler," Grace said softly. "And the children."

"Everything is going to work out perfectly," Prudence reassured Grace. "Trust the Lord," she added.

Prudence's faith was the strongest of the three of them. Grace had seen plenty of evidence of Prudence's faith since meeting her for the first time when all three of them had inherited the ranch. There had been moments when Grace had envied Prudence's confidence in the Lord. During the summer, she'd barely been able to appreciate it.

Now, though Grace understood the value of faith again. She'd seen the evidence of it in her own life. And in the life of the people around her. There was something about being out here, in this Texas land, which seemed to bring folks closer to the Lord. 

Hope had been brought up in a religious family and had been encouraged in the faith. Being a nurse, Hope brought her faith to her work. Grace had seen Hope's diligence and commitment to helping others on numerous occasions since the summer. In the way she'd attended to Rafael Largo's  injured men during the catastrophic fire at the Largo ranch. And in the care she'd given to Mary Hardesty. Hope's faith and her work were united in a special way.

 Thinking back to her earlier life in Kansas City, Grace regretted the way she had drifted away from the faith. The pressures had been enormous and somehow she'd allowed herself to fall away. But all of that had been put right in the last few weeks. Not only being with Tyler, whose faith was rock-solid. But also in the miraculous way the children had been brought into her life.

"You know something, Prudence?" Grace said. "You're right. It's time I put my complete faith in the Lord."

Prudence smiled warmly. "He has granted you so much, hasn't He?"

Grace nodded. "Sometimes we just can't see how He is working in our lives," Grace said. She sighed. "In many ways, I've been blind."

Prudence put down her needle and thread and rose to her feet. She came to Grace and placed a hand on Grace's arm. "What matters is that you can see now," Prudence said. "The Lord has been gracious to all three of us."

"He certainly has," Hope agreed.

"He's brought Cal into my life," Prudence continued. She touched her belly. "He has given us a child." She smiled at Grace. "He has brought Tyler to you. And given you both the chance to have a family in the most blessed way." She ran her gaze around the interior of the parlor. "And He granted us a blessing in this beautiful home. A ranch where we can all find a place to settle. Where we can all bring joy into each other's lives."

Grace's heart warmed as she listened to Prudence's description of their lives. Every word her friend said was true.

Hope placed her needle down and stood. "All of us have so much to be grateful for," she announced. She came to Grace and Prudence. "And tomorrow is going to be another special day in our lives."

"It is," Prudence agreed.

All three women hugged each other. Grace felt emotion moisten her eyes as she embraced her dearest friends. 

Leaning her head back, she smiled through a veil of joyful tears. "I don't know what I would do without you two," she gasped. "When I first came here, I didn't really know what the future held." She tried to smile but only succeeded in crying softly for a brief moment. "And now look at me. I'm about to become a wife and a mother." She laughed. "I couldn't be more happy."

Then she hugged Prudence and Hope one more time.

"We love you, Grace," Hope said softly after the hug came to an end. 

"We love you and Tyler and the children," Prudence added. 

There was the sound of another crash from the kitchen followed by the laughter of the children. All three women smiled at each other.

Prudence wiped away a tear. "This house is certainly going to be busy after tomorrow."

Grace glanced at the wedding dress spread out upon the table. "Are you sure you don't want me to help?"

Prudence and Hope both gestured firmly with an upraised hand. "No. We can do it. You have to prepare yourself for tomorrow," Prudence announced and followed Hope back to the table. "You just let us get on with this."

"I wonder what Tyler is doing?" Grace speculated.

"He said he'd be working for the rest of today," Hope said. "I guess a sheriff's work is never done."

"I hope there isn't any trouble in town tonight," Grace said.

Prudence smiled as she resumed her stitching. "I think the only trouble Tyler will have tonight is dealing with his pre-wedding nerves and getting enough sleep."

All three women laughed at that. More howls of laughter came from the kitchen. "I better go and see what is going on in there," Grace declared.

As she left the parlor, thoughts of Tyler filled her mind. She hoped he was going to be alright.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE







By the middle of the Saturday evening, Tyler had come to the conclusion that it was going to be a quiet night. He leaned against the open door of the jailhouse and gazed out onto Main Street. He could hear the distant sounds from the saloon. A solitary rider made his way up the darkened street. The night air was cool.

"Why don't you go, sheriff," his young deputy, Clint, suggested. Seated behind the desk in the office, Clint smiled at Tyler. "I can look after things. You've got a big day tomorrow."

That was an understatement, Tyler told himself. Tomorrow would be the biggest day of his life. A hard knot of nerves twisted in his middle. He asked himself if it was normal for a grown man to feel like this on the night before his wedding. Of course it was, Tyler told himself. Perfectly normal.

"You nervous, sheriff?" Clint asked.

"Me?" Tyler replied. He laughed quietly. "What do you think, Clint? Of course I'm nervous."

"Never mind. I'm sure Grace is feeling the same way," Clint suggested.

Tyler nodded. The young man was probably right.

"Things are quiet tonight," Clint observed. "At least that's something." He rose from his chair and came to the door. He laid a hand on Tyler's shoulder. "Take my advice, Tyler. Have an early night. I can handle anything that happens."

Tyler thought for a long moment. Maybe Clint was right. Tyler had things he needed to prepare for tomorrow. His speech for the celebration back at the ranch; he had to get his suit and shirt pressed; he had to take a bath. 

He smiled, thinking all that was nothing compared to what was probably going on back at the Circle T. He imagined Hope, Prudence and Grace would be running around getting everything ready. The food for the after-wedding celebration; the wedding dress; the clothes for the children. And, of course, all the talk would be about the wedding.

Tyler had offered to go up to the ranch in the evening, to help in any way he could, but he'd been told, firmly but politely, that he should stay away. Seeing Grace the night before the wedding would not be appropriate, he'd been told by Hope and Prudence.

Everything had been finalized at the church, so that was good. Now all he could do was spend the time between now and the wedding worrying, Tyler reflected. That was going to be easy.

He turned to Clint. "You know where you can find me if anything happens," he told the deputy.

Clint grinned. "It'll be fine."

Tyler lifted a brow. "Do you have a suit to wear at the wedding tomorrow?" he asked the young man. Tyler figured wearing formal suits wasn't high on Clint's list of priorities. Clint was the kind of man who liked to wear jeans and plaid shirts. Preferably dirty.

Clint seemed momentarily affronted. "I've got one suit I keep for special occasions. And tomorrow sure is special."

"It is, Clint. Getting married is a fine thing," Tyler said. He glanced at Clint. "Maybe you'll find out some day."

Clint's cheeks flushed red. "Not for a long while, sheriff. I've got things I'd like to do before I settle down."

Tyler understood the eagerness of youth. His own young years seemed to have passed so quickly. Maybe he was leaving all that behind, Tyler reflected. Immediately, Tyler rejected that idea. He was seizing a new future, not losing anything, he told himself.

Tyler bid goodnight to Clint and started to make his way down the boardwalk. It was a peaceful night. Perfect, really. He figured he'd take a stroll. His final one as an unmarried man, he told himself. That thought made Tyler shake his head. Tomorrow he'd have a wife. 

And then, in a few days, two children he would call his own. He was confident he could do what was necessary to adopt the children. Earlier, Tyler had spoken with Lyle Warner, the attorney. Lyle had told Tyler that the appointment with the judge in Austin had been confirmed for Monday. All Tyler needed to do was turn up with the wedding documents and some papers Lyle had drawn up. The judge had already indicated by telegram to Lyle that he already looked favorably on the request.

Tyler sighed. Hopefully everything would go well. Then, he'd return to the Circle T ranch house with all the necessary paperwork. Mr Morgan would be sent on his way, leaving the precious children in the capable hands of Grace and Tyler.

Everything was going well. Tyler lifted his heart and thanked the Lord for this blessing. Tyler had never felt this grateful before in his life.

A movement up ahead caught Tyler's attention. Out of the semi-darkness emerged a figure. Tyler halted when he recognized who it was.

Nathaniel Morgan was walking straight toward him.

Morgan saw Tyler and touched the brim of his dark hat. "Evening, sheriff. Out on patrol?" Morgan asked casually.

Tyler wondered if Morgan had heard about the wedding. "Actually, I'm having an early night," Tyler told the man.

"On a Saturday?" Morgan asked lifting his brows in surprise.

"I've got something to do tomorrow," Tyler said casually. "I figured I might need some extra time to get ready."

"What's that?" Morgan asked.

Tyler took a step toward Morgan. Tyler paused a moment, wondering how he could say the next words. He decided to just get straight to the point. "Grace Murray and I are getting married."

Morgan's brows rose in a straight line. His mouth opened and he stared at Tyler for a long moment. The man seemed genuinely taken aback.

"Is that so?" Morgan said slowly. "I can't say I'm surprised. I saw the way you and Miss Murray looked at one another up at the ranch."

"We're getting married tomorrow at the church," Tyler said.

"Am I invited?" Morgan asked abruptly.

Now it was Tyler's turn to be surprised. "You?"

Morgan nodded. "I was planning on going to church, anyway. I'm a regular back at my own place."

"Everyone else will be there," Tyler said. He thought about the children, recalling the way they'd reacted to seeing Morgan up at the ranch. "But maybe it might not be the best idea."

"Why?" 

Tyler frowned. "Jack and Katie didn't seem too pleased to see you up at the ranch. I figure they might not enjoy the wedding as much if you're there watching."

Morgan nodded. His expression darkened. "Perhaps you're right. Things haven't been easy for them. What with the robbery and Miss Hardesty getting shot. They're probably wondering what on earth is happening in their lives."

"That's what I was thinking, too," Tyler agreed. "They need stability. A place they can call home." He asked himself if he should tell Morgan about the plan to apply for adoption. Gazing at Morgan, Tyler thought the man looked like he had a lot on his mind. Tyler decided to wait before revealing anything else.

Morgan peered at Tyler. "Have you and Miss Murray been planning this marriage for a while?" Morgan asked. His eyes narrowed. "Or was the decision brought on by my arrival?"

Tyler stared at Morgan. "Why would that be?" Tyler asked, feigning ignorance. He wanted to see how far Morgan was willing to go with this.

"I saw the way you looked at me back at the ranch. When I said I was going to take the children back," Morgan admitted. "Seemed like you made your mind up about something after I said that."

"You reckon?" Tyler said.

Morgan nodded. He glanced up the length of the boardwalk. There was no-one else in sight. Tyler and Morgan were completely alone. "I have a confession to make to you, sheriff," Morgan said.

"You do?" Tyler replied, lifting a brow.

"When I saw how the children were living up at the ranch, I was relieved."

"You were? Why?" Tyler asked.

Morgan moved closer to Tyler and lowered his voice. "Because my role in all of this is to find places for children where they can be safe and happy. Sometimes, when I send them to far away to places like Wyoming or Montana, I don't always know for sure how they are going to be treated."

"But you send them with companions," Tyler objected. "Like Miss Hardesty. Surely they check that the families will be good to the children."

Morgan smiled. "Of course they do. And that is important. Women like Miss Hardesty are indispensable to my organization. In fact, I paid her a visit today. At the doctor's house."

"You did?" Tyler wondered if Miss Hardesty had been pleased to see Mr Morgan. Especially since she'd raised some concerns about the adoption in Wyoming and Mr Morgan's conduct in arranging it.

Morgan smiled. "She said she was pleased to see me." He frowned. "But I'm not quite sure that she was."

"She is unwell," Tyler reminded Morgan. 

"I know. And I did express my regrets to her about what had happened." Morgan sighed heavily. "If I had done my job correctly, perhaps none of this would have happened. And Miss Hardesty would not be recovering from a gunshot wound."

Tyler peered at Morgan. The man's demeanor had undergone a dramatic change. Yesterday, up at the ranch he had been stern and difficult. Even suspicious of Grace and Tyler. 

Now, though, he was like a man overcome with remorse. Perhaps seeing Mary Hardesty had brought home the truth to Morgan. Sending women and children off to the west was fraught with dangers. Tyler refused to believe that Miss Hardesty was the first of Mr Morgan's employees to have fallen into trouble.

"I had a feeling this placement wasn't correct," Morgan complained.

Tyler squinted at Morgan. "Why do you say that?"

Morgan sighed and peered at Tyler. "Can I be frank with you?"

"Of course you can."

"I did not wish to send Katie and Jack to Wyoming," Morgan confessed.

"Why not?" Tyler asked.

"Because of the manner in which the arrangement was made." Morgan cleared his throat and looked suddenly worried. "To put it bluntly, I was persuaded to send them with the promise of future assistance for my organization."

"You mean money?" Tyler said bluntly.

Morgan nodded. "Some weeks ago, a man came to my office and said he was looking for two children. He wished to arrange adoption for them with his brother and his sister-in-law in Wyoming. Strangely, he offered me an inducement to make sure it happened."

Tyler frowned. "He paid you to send the children to Wyoming? Is that the way you normally arrange these things?"

Morgan groaned quietly and shook his head. Now he was beginning to look like a shadow of the man who'd arrived at the ranch the day before. "I allowed myself to be tempted by the promise of easy money, sheriff. My Benevolent Society is always in need of funds. After last year's hurricane, we found ourselves inundated with orphans who needed to be placed as quickly as possible."

"Like Jack and Katie," Tyler said.

Morgan nodded. "They, and many others, urgently need to find suitable families."

"I know that," Tyler said firmly. The time had come for Tyler to lay his cards on the table. "That's why Grace and I are applying to adopt Jack and Katie. I'll be taking all the paperwork to the judge in Austin the day after Grace and I marry."

Morgan's brows lifted and his features brightened with sudden delight. Morgan seized Tyler's arm. "You're doing that? Really?" he asked excitedly.

Tyler nodded. "We're determined to give those children a good home."

"Have you told the children?" Morgan asked.

"They know what we want for them. And they're happy about it," Tyler said. "In fact, they're ecstatic."

Morgan laughed quietly. "That is wonderful news, sheriff," he declared. "The best news you could possibly have given me."

Tyler peered at Morgan. Moments ago Tyler had feared the man was going to stand in his way. That he would raise objections to the proposed adoption. Instead, it seemed he was completely delighted with such a solution to the children's difficulties.

Morgan came to Tyler with an eager expression on his face. Stretching out his hand, he said: "May I shake your hand, sheriff. Thank you."

Tyler took Morgan's hand. Morgan handshake was so enthusiastic it threatened to dislocate Tyler's shoulder.

Releasing Tyler's hand, Morgan took a few paces in front of him. Morgan was lost in thought for a few moments. Then he turned to Tyler. "If there is anything you need from me, sheriff, I will provide it."

"Maybe you can give me a letter confirming your approval of this change in the arrangements," Tyler suggested. "I'm sure the judge will be grateful for that. It should make things go more smoothly on Monday in Austin."

"Of course I could just approve this as a part of the arrangements we've made for Jack and Katie," Morgan suggested.

Tyler shook his head. "I'll be happier if I get the judge's signature on the adoption papers, Mr Morgan. And I'm sure Grace would say the same."

"I understand, sheriff," Morgan said. "It is best to be thorough."

"What about the family in Wyoming?" Tyler asked.

"I will inform them there has been a change of plans," Morgan replied.

After a few more minutes of discussion, Tyler bid farewell to Mr Morgan. As he made his way back toward his accommodation, Tyler told himself that the Lord was clearing all the paths in front of him, Grace and the children.

He couldn't wait to get married.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX







"Look at all the people," Grace exclaimed softly as Hope steered the buckboard along the street toward the church. Grace clutched the bouquet of flowers she held in her hand. Sitting alongside her were Katie and Jack. They both gasped audibly when they saw the crowd of people standing outside the church.

"I had no idea so many wanted to come to the wedding," Grace declared.

Hope smiled. "Well, we hardly had time to issue personal invitations, did we. It's just another Sunday at church. Only with a wedding added," Hope said brightly.

"I can see Tyler," Katie said and pointed toward the church.

Grace saw Tyler standing at the open doors to the church. He was greeting some of the people who were making their way into the church. Even from half-way up the street, Grace could see that Tyler was elegantly dressed in a dark suit and waistcoat. Alongside him stood Pastor Lewis.

Grace felt nerves twist in her middle. She'd slept fitfully throughout the night, hardly able to stop thinking about the coming day. 

Her wedding day. 

She still hardly believed it was happening. But, one more look at Tyler standing proudly at the church entrance, awaiting his new bride, brought home the reality. This was a day she'd thought would never come. 

Grace glanced at Jack and Katie. They were both dressed in their best outfits. Jack wore a neat-fitting suit. Katie wore a blue gown and matching bonnet that made her look incredibly pretty. Grace's heart filled with warm delight. She saw Hope smiling across at her as the buckboard started to slow.

There was a ripple of soft applause from the churchgoers as the buckboard drew to a halt. All eyes were on Grace. She felt her cheeks flush with heat as she started to step down from the buckboard seat. Hope raced around and helped Grace down, making sure the edges of the white wedding dress didn't catch on the buckboard. The children leaped down from the buckboard and scampered busily around Grace and Hope. The children's excitement made Grace smile. 

Grace heard the roar of wheels and looked up the street. Cal pulled his buckboard to a sliding halt next to Grace's. 

Prudence stepped down from the buckboard and came quickly to Grace's side. "Are you okay?" Prudence asked urgently. With Hope she started to tug at the wedding dress, making sure it was perfectly arranged for Grace's entrance into the church.

"I'm fine," Grace declared. 

Prudence and Hope were both dressed in elegant green gowns and bonnets. Grace thought her friends looked beautiful. She was proud of the fact that both of them would accompany her into the church.

Cal made his way to them. "I'll see you all inside," he said, and then headed off toward the church.

Glancing over at the church entrance, Grace saw that Tyler had made his way inside. The remaining members of the church congregation were entering the church. A few minutes later, the only people standing outside were Grace, Hope, Prudence and the children.

Grace smiled at Katie and Jack. "Are you both ready?"

Katie and Jack nodded enthusiastically. The children would walk behind Grace as she entered the church. Accompanying them would be Prudence and Hope.

Grace peered at her friends. "This is like a dream," she said breathlessly. Her heart was racing furiously. The heat of the midday sun in the clear blue sky was starting to make her feel warm.

Prudence and Hope came to Grace. "You're going to be fine," Hope said quietly.

Prudence nodded. "You are. Just think. Tyler is waiting for you. He'll be excited, too." Grace understood Prudence was trying to be reassuring. But it wasn't working. She still felt nervous.

"More like terrified," Hope joked.

All three women laughed quietly. The children smiled up at Grace. "You look beautiful, Grace," Katie said softly. She turned to Jack, waited a moment, and then dug her elbow into Jack's side. "Doesn't she?" Katie added giving Jack a stern look. Grace got the impression the children had prepared these words earlier. Maybe Jack just needed a gentle reminder.

Jack smiled and nodded. "You look lovely," he said. 

Grace leaned down and peered into the eyes of both children. "I'm so happy you're both here."

That comment made both children smile. 

Music drifted on the air. The sound of a piano playing the entrance march for the wedding. 

Grace exchanged looks with Prudence and Hope. "Time to go in," she said.

She made her way to the open church doors. Her friends and the children followed close behind. Reaching the doors, Grace peered inside. The church was completely full. The sound of the wedding march music echoed in the high-ceilinged church. 

With one final look behind her at Prudence, Hope and the children, Grace drew in a deep breath, curled her fingers tightly around the bouquet of flowers and started to walk into the church.

Stepping inside, the music seemed to swell all around her like a sea. Churchgoers turned to watch Grace as she slowly walked down the aisle. Up ahead she could see Tyler standing alongside the pastor. Holding Tyler's gaze for a long moment, Grace's heart leaped with joy. She felt her spirits soar. Tyler was watching Grace with obvious appreciation. 

The walk up the aisle seemed to last an eternity. Grace was surrounded by dozens of smiling faces. The church was filled with a real spirit of joy and happiness. Grace knew many of the people in the congregation. Since moving to Testament Creek in the summer, Grace had had the chance to get to know many of the townsfolk. At first, coming to church with Tyler had felt awkward. Now, though, she felt as though these were truly her people. The people of the town she'd come to love so much.

Near the end of her long walk, Grace glanced to her left and saw Miss Hardesty standing in one of the pews alongside the Doc Clanton. Resting a hand against the doctor's arm, Mary Hardesty smiled warmly at Grace. Doc Clanton looked pleased, too. Grace was so glad that Miss Hardesty's first steps outside the doctor's home had brought her to the wedding.

Finally, Grace reached Tyler and halted alongside him. Tyler's gaze was intense, savoring the sight of his bride-to be. Grace had never felt so much love in all her life. She drew in a deep breath, trying to calm herself. But it was no use. She was here, by Tyler's side, and they were about to be married. It all seemed so miraculous that Grace felt as if she was floating. 

The pastor extended his arms, called to the whole congregation, and the music stopped. Grace and Tyler faced the pastor. She heard everyone behind her taking their seats. Glancing to one side, Grace saw Prudence, Cal, Hope and the children sitting on the front row.

The pastor started to speak. "Dearly beloved. We are gathered here, under the sight of God, to join these two people in Holy Matrimony."

Grace looked at Tyler and saw him smile at her. A feeling of profound peace settled upon Grace as she listened attentively to the pastor's words. All the nervousness of the previous hours vanished. She had a deep sense that every moment of her life had been leading up to this. That she'd been brought to this place by a loving hand, guiding her carefully past all the obstacles of ordinary life. 

The pastor continued to guide her and Tyler through the ceremony, speaking sacred words which were a reminder of their mutual vows. His slow, solemn voice was reassuring. Every once in a while he smiled kindly at her and Tyler, as if offering gentle encouragement. 

When Tyler spoke his vows, Grace was overcome by emotion. Listening to him declare his intentions to love and honor her made Grace's heart almost burst with joy.

And then it was her turn. She gazed into Tyler's eyes, seeing his tender gaze. With a feeling of adoration and love, Grace spoke her vows. She saw the delight on Tyler's face as he listened to her.

Then the pastor finally declared Tyler and Grace as man and wife. Moans of delight from the congregation echoed inside the church when Tyler leaned forward and kissed Grace tenderly. Grace savored the kiss, wishing it would last forever. And of course, it would. Because she and Tyler had wed and, from now on, every day would be filled with love and hope and promise.

Turning to the gathered guests, Tyler took Grace's hand and started to lead her down the aisle. Every one of the congregation looked upon the newlyweds with obvious delight. 

Outside, the sun seemed brighter and the air felt fresher. Grace drew in a deep, calming breath and gazed into Tyler's eyes. He smiled at her. "Mrs Smith," he murmured and lifted a teasing brow.

Grace crinkled her brows. "Mr Smith," she replied.

Tyler kissed her again. Soon the congregation started to emerge from inside the church. The pastor offered Tyler and Grace his best wishes. Prudence, Cal, Hope and the children came out and hugged Tyler and Grace.

 Then Miss Hardesty was led out by the doctor. "Congratulations," Mary Hardesty said quietly. The plan was for Mary to come to the ranch and be a part of the celebrations which would take place during the afternoon. Doc Clanton had agreed she was strong enough to go to the ranch. Also the children were thrilled that Miss Hardesty would be there. 

 Then it was time to leave for the ranch. Guiding Grace through the crowd of well-wishers, Tyler led her to his buckboard. It had been decorated with a variety of flowers. Grace had made a special request that the sides of the buckboard be lined with bluebonnet flowers.

Grace took her seat alongside Tyler. She hooked her arm inside Tyler's as he grasped the reins. With her other hand Grace threw the bouquet of flowers over her shoulder. It rose high into the air. She heard a cry of delight and turned to see that Hope had caught the bouquet. Hope seemed momentarily stunned. She smiled weakly at Prudence and then waved the flowers at Grace. Maybe it would be Hope's turn to marry next, Grace reflected.

The crowd cheered when Grace gave them a wave as Tyler flicked the reins. The buckboard lurched forward and raced down the street. The celebration planned at the ranch would be modest, confined to only those close to Tyler and Grace.

Tyler sighed contentedly. He gazed at Grace as he steered the buckboard along Main Street and toward the trail. "I must be the happiest man in the world, right now," Tyler said. His features were bright with obvious joy. He meant what he'd said. 

Grace leaned her head against Tyler's shoulder. It felt good to rest against him. Closing her eyes for a few moments, she ran the events of the last half hour over in her mind. It had been a perfect wedding ceremony. Grace's heart was full of joy. Peace descended upon her as she laid her head against the shoulder of the man who was now her husband. 

"I've never felt such joy in my life, Tyler," Grace said softly. Lifting her head, she gazed into his eyes. "I love you."

Tyler smiled. "And I love you, Grace."

Tyler leaned his head down and kissed Grace. For a moment, the buckboard swerved worryingly, but Tyler lifted his head and quickly steered it back onto the trail. "Whoa!" he exclaimed and then laughed.

The buckboard continued on, Tyler tightening his grasp on the reins. "Let's get to the ranch in one piece," he joked.

Grace nodded. "We have a celebration waiting."

Tyler nodded and encouraged the two horses to pick up the pace. Grace leaned once more against Tyler and looked forward to the delights of the rest of the afternoon. She'd be surrounded by people she loved. But most important of all, she would have her husband by her side.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN







The celebration had been wonderful, Grace reflected early on the Monday morning as she sat at the ranch house kitchen table across from Tyler. Knowing Tyler was planning on making an early start on his journey to Austin, Lucia had left some food for him to eat before his departure. The sun had just risen. The soft early morning dawn light shone into the kitchen as Grace watched Tyler eating his food in silence.

Grace leaned her elbows on the table, feeling sleep tugging at her, and recalled waking next to Tyler just a short time ago. It had been wonderful to awaken, for the first time, next to her new husband. He'd tried to leave their shared upstairs room without waking her up. But she'd heard his quiet movements and had opened her eyes in time to see him moving carefully toward the door. Having caught him, she'd insisted on following him downstairs. She desperately wanted to talk with Tyler before he left for Austin. Grace stifled a yawn.

"You must be tired," Tyler said, gazing across at her with obvious concern in his eyes.

Grace shook her head. "No." 

When she did yawn, Tyler smiled. "See? I told you."

"I wanted to see you before you leave," Grace explained.

Tyler scooped some oatmeal into his mouth and chewed as he peered across at Grace. "Got something to tell me?" he asked, lifting a brow.

Grace nodded. "One or two things."

"Okay." Tyler was silent for a few moments, so she thought about the joyous celebrations which had taken place out in the yard. A long table had been laid out for the approximately twenty guests, including the three women who owned the ranch, Tyler and Cal, Lucia and her family, Miss Hardesty and Doc Clanton, various ranch hands and, of course, Jack and Katie. 

There had been music, courtesy of two ranch hands who played fiddle and harmonica. There had been dancing, although Mary Hardesty had been persuaded to sit out the jigs and reels. The food had been delicious. And there had been plenty of toasts, honoring the newlyweds. All in all, everyone had had a fine time.

"Do you have all the papers you need?" Grace asked Tyler.

He patted a leather saddle bag which he'd placed on the table. "All in here. Marriage certificate. Letters of explanation from Lyle. And also a letter from Nathaniel Morgan." Tyler's brows lifted. "That should be enough, don't you think?"

"I hope so." Grace replied. She frowned. "You don't think the judge will refuse the adoption request, do you?"

Tyler peered across at her. "I won't lie to you, Grace. There're never any guarantees. But I believe we've done everything we can to prove we are fit and proper individuals to take care of Jack and Katie."

"You sound like a sheriff," Grace observed wryly.

Tyler shook his head. "I'm a father-to-be," he declared.

Grace sighed. "I suppose it is good that the judge knows you already. At least you're not some stranger turning up at his court."

"I'm a legally appointed man of the law," Tyler said. "And you are a legal owner of one of the biggest ranches in this territory. This is the perfect place for the children. I think all of that is going to help make his mind up in our favor."

"I hope you're right, Tyler," she said.

Tyler reached across and placed his hand over hers. "Trust me, Grace. It's going to work out."

Grace gazed across at Tyler. She knew she could trust him. She'd seen so many examples of the integrity of his character. Tyler was a fine man. And he'd make a perfect father to the children.

As if reading her mind, Tyler said. "When I get back, you're going to become a mother to Jack and Katie. A perfect mother in every possible way." Grace felt her cheeks flush. "You know I'm speaking the truth. The Lord has granted us a great blessing, Grace. A family of our own."

Grace nodded. "I know, Tyler. And I thank the Lord for what He has brought into our lives." She meant every word she'd said. Her heart was filled with gratitude. Their lives had been changed for the good. Forever.

Tyler smiled warmly at Grace. He stood and came around the table. Grace stood and faced Tyler. He swept her into his arms and kissed her. She sank into his embrace, savoring his warmth, already feeling how much she would miss him when he was gone.

Grace leaned her head back and peered up into Tyler's eyes. "You said you'll be back before nightfall," she stated, recalling his promise.

Tyler nodded. "I will. And when I do come back, you make sure you're here, waiting for me. With the children by your side." Tyler smiled at her. "Will you do that for me?"

Grace nodded. "I'll make sure we're all here." She lifted a hand and tidied some loose locks of his hair. "You don't want to say goodbye to the children, do you?"

Tyler shook his head. "I'm not going to wake them. They were exhausted, last night. They need their sleep."

Grace recalled how Tyler had carried Katie up to her room, with Jack following behind holding Grace's hand. Tyler was right. Jack and Katie had burned so much energy during the celebration that they'd barely been able to make it upstairs to their room. When they'd placed both children in their beds, each had instantly fallen into a deep sleep. For a few quiet moments, Grace and Tyler had stood side by side, gazing at the children, savoring the sight of them sleeping peacefully. 

Without saying a word, Grace and Tyler had exchanged appreciative looks. She knew what he'd been thinking. These were their children. This was their family. There was only one more vitally important step to take. And by the time the sun set on Monday, it would all be official.

Tyler went to collect the saddle bag on the kitchen table. "I must go." 

When he said those words Grace felt a familiar ache in her heart. Although he was only going away for a day, the prospect of his absence triggered a desperate longing. She was going to miss him. 

Grace followed Tyler out to the yard. The early morning light was getting brighter, but there was a coldness in the air which matched the chill in her heart. 

He'd prepared his horse earlier. Tying the saddle bag onto the horse, Tyler came to Grace and took her in his arms. When he kissed her this time, she sensed emotion in him. She felt an urgency in his tender affections.

"I love you, Grace," Tyler whispered. 

His words took hold of her heart, warming it. "I love you, Tyler. Hurry back."

Tyler nodded and then mounted his horse. With a touch to the brim of his Stetson, Tyler smiled. Then he tugged on the reins of his horse and rode across the yard, heading out along the trail. 

Grace lifted a hand and waved. Tyler glanced back and lifted a gloved hand. And when she heard the pounding hoofbeats of his horse, the sound matched perfectly the thundering of her aching heart.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT







Tyler made it to the town of Austin by midday. He'd ridden fast, but made necessary stops so his horse could take water and rest. He didn't believe in riding his horses into the ground. They needed care and attention. It didn't matter that Tyler was anxious to get to Austin as soon as he could. He'd need the horse to be fresh for the most important part of the journey. The ride home to Grace and the children.

Tyler rode into Austin. It was a bigger town than Testament Creek. He found his way to the court building and tied his horse up outside. Hanging the saddle bag with the documents across his shoulder, Tyler made his way to the front office of the court house. 

From behind a desk, a thin, middle-aged man in a dark suit eyed Tyler suspiciously through thick-rimmed glasses. Tyler realized he must be quite a sight, seeing as how he was covered in dust from the long journey across the Texas Hill Country.

"Yes?" the man asked in a weary tone of voice.

"I'd like to see the judge," Tyler declared.

"You would," the man said with a hint of sarcasm. "He's busy with someone else." The man pointed toward a door which Tyler assumed led to Judge Morland's office.

"Can you at least tell him that Sheriff Tyler Smith has come to see him."

The man's brows rose in surprise. " Sheriff?" he asked sharply.

Tyler nodded. "I'm the sheriff over at Testament Creek. You know it?"

The man shook his head. "I can't say I've ever been there," he admitted.

Impatience seized Tyler. He didn't think much of the possibility of waiting around all day to see Judge Morland. "I only have to see him for a short while," Tyler said. He tossed the saddlebag down onto the man's desk. "I have some papers for him to see. It won't take long."

The man eyed the dust-covered bag with obvious disdain. He sighed and laid his pen down on the desk. Tyler could see that he was getting through to the man. "Well. I suppose I could tell him you're here," the man said. "Then it'll be up to the judge."

Tyler gave the man his best smile. "I'd be much obliged if you would do that, sir," Tyler said cheerfully.

The man stood and went to the door. He knocked and a voice which Tyler recognized came from behind the door. "What do you want, Robert?" the judge demanded.

Robert opened the door and spoke in a low voice. Then Tyler heard the judge's voice call out loudly. "Tyler Smith. Come on in."

Tyler went to the door and pushed carefully past Robert. Tyler smiled appreciatively at the man and then the door was closed. Tyler turned expecting to see the judge coming out from behind his desk. Instead, Tyler saw the judge remain seated and peering with apparent curiosity at him. 

There was another man in the room. Seated in front of the judge's desk, the tall, broad-shouldered man was dressed in a dark suit and gray hat.

Tyler lifted a hand. "If you're busy, I don't want to disturb you," he said apologetically.

Tyler grasped the door handle with the intention of making his way back out so he could wait a while longer. But he halted when he heard Judge Morland call out: "This is quite something, Tyler. Don't leave. Stay. I'll introduce you to this gentleman here."

Tyler turned and frowned at Judge Morland. The other man peered at Tyler from beneath dark brows. The man's gaze burned with obvious interest as he stared at Tyler. He was a complete stranger, but the man seemed to look at Tyler as if they were already acquainted.

Judge Morland rose to his feet and came out from behind his desk. He pointed to a seat next to the other man. "Sit down, Tyler. You look like you've been riding for a while. Do you need a drink?"

Tyler sat down on the seat, clutched his saddle bag, and squinted up at the judge. "No, judge. Thank you," Tyler said. He glanced at the other man who was still regarding Tyler with a stern expression. 

The judge went back to his seat. "Well. This is really something."

Tyler furrowed his brows and peered at the judge. "What is, judge?"

Judge Morland gestured to the other man. "I'd like to introduce you to Mr Clyde Barker. He's visiting Austin for the day. Just like you, Tyler." Then the judge laughed quietly and shook his head.

Tyler reached across and shook Barker's hand. "Pleased to meet you, sir." Tyler still couldn't figure out why the judge would be so pleased.

"You and Mr Barker have a mutual acquaintance," the judge announced.

Tyler peered at Barker. "We do?"

Barker nodded. When he spoke his voice was low and deep. "Nathaniel Morgan."

Tyler felt like he'd been hit by a plank of wood. He stared at Barker for a long moment. "Morgan? How do you know him?"

Barker looked at the judge, as if he wanted Morland to continue. "You and Mr Barker have something in common, sheriff," Morland stated.

"And what's that?" Tyler asked.

"Jack and Katie," Barker said in a flat voice.

Tyler's eyes widened. "You know the children?"

Barker nodded. "You could say that. I arranged for them to be sent to Wyoming with a companion. Miss Mary Hardesty."

"You?" Tyler snapped. He recalled what Morgan had told him back at Testament Creek. How someone had used money to persuade Morgan to send Jack and Katie to Wyoming. Tyler stared at Barker. This was the man who was responsible for tearing the children away from Texas and sending them off into the wilderness where they'd face an uncertain future. Tyler's mind filled with questions he wanted to ask Barker. Tyler kept his lips tight shut.

"Mr Barker came here for a very particular reason, today," Judge Morland said.

Tyler glanced at Barker. He wanted to say what was on his mind. Wanted to declare that the children weren't going to Wyoming. That they were going to stay with him and Grace at the Circle T. But he decided to remain silent for the moment. Only one person had real authority. And that was Judge Morland.

"Morgan has told me, by telegram, that the children are at some kind of ranch," Barker said, almost dismissively. "And that he believes it is the best place for them. He suggested a change to the adoption arrangement." Barker shook his head. "I disagree. And that is why I came by train to see the judge."

"You've come to contest the adoption?" Tyler demanded. He felt a combination of fear and indignation sweep through him.

Barker frowned. "I wasn't aware there is anything to contest. The arrangement I agreed with Mr Morgan's Benevolent Society still stands." Barker peered across at the judge. "Is that not so?" he added. "Once another companion has been found to replace Miss Hardesty, the children should continue on to Wyoming."

The judge drew in a deep breath and sat forward. He leaned his elbows on the desk and looked from Tyler to Barker. Then the judge's gaze settled on Tyler. 

"I heard you got married, Tyler," the judge said. "To Grace Murray?"

In spite of the tension he felt, Tyler grinned proudly at the judge. "We got married yesterday."

"So I heard. Mr Warner sent me a telegram," the judge stated. Tyler was glad Lyle had taken upon himself to help out. Tyler wondered how much Lyle had communicated to the judge. There was only so much he could have put in a telegram.

"Congratulations," the judge said.

"Thank you, judge," Tyler replied. He glanced at Barker and saw the man's puzzled expression. 

"What have you got in that bag?" Judge Morland asked.

Tyler opened the saddle bag and drew out the papers he'd brought. They were tied with a red ribbon in a neat bundle. He handed them to the judge. "It's all there."

The judge untied the ribbon and, for the next few minutes, read what was written on the papers. The wait felt interminable to Tyler. Twice he glanced at Barker. Each time, the ridges of the man's brows furrowed deeper.

Finally, the judge set the papers down on the table and looked across at Tyler and Barker. "Gentlemen. This is a difficult situation. We have two children who need a home. Who need all the certainty that comes with a loving family."

Tyler wondered what the judge was going to say about the fact that there was a perfect place in the form of the Circle T and a godly community in Testament Creek.

The judge pointed at Barker. "Mr Barker has told me that he wanted to help out the orphaned children and his brother and sister-in-law. He figured his brother could provide a perfect home for the children who were so tragically orphaned by that terrible hurricane, last year."

"Wyoming is a long way from Texas, judge," Tyler pointed out.

For the first time since Tyler had arrived, the judge looked sternly at him. "I am aware of the distances involved, Sheriff Smith."

Tyler sat back in his chair, feeling like he'd been scolded by a kindly uncle. He suddenly had a sense of the urgency of the situation. Barker had come to Austin seeking the judge's approval to maintain the existing adoption arrangements. Tyler was glad he'd decided not to wait before coming to see the judge. If he hadn't come today, Barker might well have won permission to send the children on to Wyoming.

"Judge Morland," Tyler said. "I'm here to ask that myself and Grace be allowed to adopt the children."

Barker gasped. "But, my agreement with Morgan surely hasn't been set aside."

"The children were in great danger, Mr Barker," the judge said. "There was a robbery on the train. And their companion was abducted." Judge Morland peered at Tyler. "The sheriff acted professionally and responsibly. He managed to rescue the children's companion. And he brought the robbers to justice. They'll be facing trial next week."

This time, when Barker glanced at Tyler there was a hint of grudging admiration in the man's eyes. At least that was some kind of progress, Tyler reflected.

Judge Morland leaned back in his chair and examined both men. "Surely we can come to some kind of a compromise here. I believe the interests of the children are paramount," the judge said. He lifted a brow and looked at Barker and Tyler. "I take it we are agreed on that."

Tyler nodded and saw Barker do the same. Judge Morland tapped his fingers on the papers Tyler had brought. "The testimony of Mr Morgan from the Benevolent Society leads me to believe that he will be able to provide a meaningful alternative to the two children. There are many orphans seeking a new life. Jack and Katie are special, but they are not unique in needing a loving home and family."

Tyler felt a growing sense of hope rising in him. He watched as the judge deliberated. Judge Morland's gaze was steady and thoughtful. In his dealing with the judge during the summer, Tyler had learned that Judge Morland possessed a deep sense of fairness and a strong desire to make decisions based on the priorities of each individual case. He wasn't one to simply pass a judgment in a casual manner. He was a thoughtful man, and Tyler was glad about that.

After a minute's silence which seemed to Tyler to last an eternity, the judge gazed across at Barker. "Sir. I understand why you felt the need to come and ask me to intervene. But, I am convinced that the best interests of the children will be served if they are adopted formally by Sheriff Tyler Smith and his new wife, Grace."

Barker drew in a deep breath and seemed about to complain, but the judge lifted a hand. "Hear me out, sir. I base my judgment on the fact that the children's care can be provided here in Texas. This is my home state. And, whenever possible, orphaned children of this state should be placed with local families. The fact that the sheriff's wife has sufficient means to support Jack and Katie goes a long way to convince me that the ranch is where they belong."

Tyler felt joy sweep through him. He just about managed to stop himself from leaping to his feet and letting out a howl of delight. 

"The sheriff and his wife are known to me," the judge concluded. He smiled at Tyler. "I can vouch for the fact that they are people of good character." 

Tyler wanted to reach out and shake the judge's hand but this wasn't the time. Tyler turned to Barker. "I'm sorry you had to come all this way for nothing. But I hope you agree this is the best for the children."

Barker looked disappointed. He sighed and then nodded. "I did what I could. Maybe Mr Morgan will honor his promise. My brother and his wife would sure like to adopt some little ones."

"And I'm sure that can happen," the judge said. He lifted one brow and gave Barker a stern look. "This time, without the need for financial inducements," he said sharply.

Now Barker looked sheepish. "I understand judge. Maybe I just didn't know how things were done. I didn't mean to do anything unlawful."

Judge Morland grunted and then nodded his head. "I believe you've learned a useful lesson, Mr Barker."

Judge Morland didn't like any attempt to bend the rules. Barker had tried bribes to get what he wanted. Tyler figured the man wouldn't try that again.

The judge and Tyler bid Barker farewell. Tyler hung back at the judge's request. Once they were alone in the office, Judge Morland smiled at Tyler and shook his hand. "You've got a family now, Tyler. I have no doubt you and Grace will make fine parents."

"I can't thank you enough, judge. You don't know how much this means. To all of us," Tyler said.

Judge Morland shook his head. "I think I do. I have three children of my own. I can't imagine life without them." He rested a hand on Tyler's arm. "You and Grace have got plenty of good times to look forward to, son."

'You must come and visit us next time you're in Testament Creek," Tyler said.

The judge nodded. "I'll do that. Now. You go on and get home. I'll get the clerk to draw up the adoption papers and we'll send them to you. In the meantime, you get going."

Tyler shook the judge's hand one last time and left the office. He had a long ride ahead of him.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE







"He's late," Grace said to Hope as her friend emerged from inside the house and came to sit on the porch seat. The sun was sinking behind the distant hills. It would be dark soon. 

Hope leaned back against the back of the bench. "Don't worry, Grace. He'll be here soon."

Grace wrapped her arms around herself. This had felt like one of the longest days of her life. Somehow, she'd managed to get through it by keeping busy around the ranch. She'd spent most of the day with the children, tending to the horses, working in the barn and generally helping some of the ranch hands. But, during every moment of the day, her mind had been filled with thoughts of what might be happening with Tyler.

Hope laid a hand against Grace's arm. "Have faith, Grace," Hope told her. "Tyler does."

Grace smiled at her friend. "You're right. If there's one thing Tyler has shown me, it is to have faith in the Lord."

Hope nodded. "I've seen how you and Tyler spend more time at church."

Grace smiled softly. "I drifted away from my faith," she said. "But I realize now that I can't live without the Lord."

Hope, who was a regular churchgoer, nodded. "I'm glad," she said in a quiet voice. "That's going to be a great help when you and Tyler start bringing up those two sweet children."

Grace knew Hope's judgment was correct. "Tyler thinks they've been brought into our life by the Lord." She sighed contentedly. "I agree." Grace lifted her head and gazed out across the rangeland. Darkness was settling across the wide landscape. "I just feel so grateful."

Grace saw Hope nod her head. "Me too."

"Isn't it wonderful that you, me and Prudence have been given this chance to build new lives for ourselves? And to bring love into the lives of the people we've met?" Grace asked.

"It's like a miracle," Hope agreed. "Just think. If you and Tyler hadn't have been there that day when you came across the train, Jack and Katie wouldn't be looking forward to a new life here on the ranch. And Miss Hardesty might not have been saved."

Grace sighed. She felt humbled by the enormity of what Hope had just said. Grace's jaw tightened as she felt a familiar determination grow inside her. "I'm not going to let those children down, Hope," she said. "Nor Tyler. He's my husband, and I'll do whatever it takes to make us all happy."

Hope laughed quietly. "That's the Grace I know and love," she said. "When we all came to this ranch, I learned, pretty quickly, that you have a strong spirit inside you." She smiled. "And I think that spirit of yours is even stronger than it was."

Grace shook her head. "I'm a new woman."

Hope nodded. "You're a wife. And once Tyler rides up to this ranch house with the good news from the judge, you'll be a mother."

Grace felt herself choke up as she listened to Hope's wise and true words. Grace shifted on the bench and hugged Hope. She'd never felt closer to her friend than she did right now.

Hope leaned back, wiping a tear from beneath her eye. She cleared her throat. "I here someone has bought Rafael Largo's old ranch."

"Who?"

Hope shook her head. "I don't know. One of the ranch hands told me Largo's old house has been knocked down and a brand new ranch house has been built. Whoever it is seems determined to make a fresh start as a Texas rancher."

"The house needed to be demolished. After that fire, it was no use to anyone. Especially now that Largo is locked up in jail for the rest of his life," Grace observed.

Hope looked thoughtfully at Grace. "Maybe you and Tyler aren't the only ones making a fresh start."

"What about Miss Hardesty?" Grace asked.

Hope looked suddenly serious. "She's going to stay in Testament Creek. She's figuring on finding work and settling down here."

"Maybe she'll find a husband," Grace suggested.

"She's got a way to go before she's fully recovered," Hope said.

"Thanks to you and Doc Clanton's care," Grace stated.

Hope didn't often look embarrassed. But right now her cheeks were flushing bright red. "I just helped in whatever way I could," she said.

Grace gazed out across the rangeland. She saw a movement away in the distance. Sitting bolt upright, she peered into the semi-darkness. Her heartbeat quickened and she dragged in a deep breath. "I think that's Tyler," she exclaimed.

Hope leaned forward and followed Grace's gaze. Hope stood quickly and glanced down at Grace. "I'll go get the children." Then she raced into the ranch house.

Grace stood and clasped her hands. Gazing hard into the half-light she saw a solitary rider coming straight across the rangeland. Deep inside herself, she knew who it was. 

Tyler was home. A heaviness settled in Grace's middle as she wondered what news he was bringing. The fact that he'd made it back home in time had to be encouraging. 

If there had been any serious problems, any delays to getting agreement from the judge, she figured Tyler wouldn't have come back. He'd have stayed in Austin and fought for what he and Grace knew to be right.

Grace stepped off the porch and stood on the dusty yard. She watched the advancing rider and narrowed her eyes.

Now she could see him. It was Tyler. He was sitting upright in his saddle and peering at the ranch house. He was too far away, and it was too dark for her to see his expression. Frustration tugged at her and she moaned impatiently.

From behind her she heard the sound of the door opening and footsteps pounding on the porch. Grace turned and saw Jack and Katie. Hope remained standing at the open door. 

Grace reached out to the children. "Come, children. Your father is home," Grace said. Realizing what she'd just said, Grace looked at Hope. Her friend merely smiled and stepped back into the house, closing the door softly. The words had escaped from Grace's mouth before she'd had a chance to think what she was saying. 

Jack and Katie came running to Grace. They both tumbled against her skirts. Grace hugged both of the children close to her. She heard Katie sobbing quietly. Grace gazed down at the little girl. 

Lifting Katie's chin, she smiled at her. "What it is, Katie?" Grace asked softly.

"What if they said no," she murmured. There was fear in the little girl's voice.

Grace hugged Katie tightly. "Don't you worry. The Lord has made everything good. I know it."

She felt Katie's body relax against her. When she looked again at Katie's features, there was one solitary tear beneath her eye. Grace wiped the tear away and smiled at Katie. "Trust me, Katie," she said. 

When Katie smiled, Grace felt her own heart swell with joy. This was what it meant to be a mother. Love could ease every pain.

Grace heard the hoofbeats of Tyler's horse. She turned, resting a hand across the shoulders of each of the children. Tyler rode into the yard. When he set eyes on Grace, Katie and Jack standing in the yard, waiting to welcome him home, Tyler smiled broadly. 

Grace's spirits lifted when she saw the expression on Tyler's face. It was a look filled with triumph. Grace heard Jack and Katie both exclaim with wordless delight. They both looked up at Grace and smiled. They weren't looking at her with hope anymore.

They knew. Just like she did.

"I told you everything would be alright, didn't I, children?" Grace announced.

Tyler drew his horse to a halt and dismounted quickly. He came to Grace and the children. He was like a man charging toward the finish line of a gruelingly long race. 

Tyler tumbled into Grace's arms. The children hugged Tyler, too. Nothing had been said, but they all knew what had happened.

For a few long moments, Grace let the emotions of the reunion take over her. It felt wonderful to be back in Tyler's arms. Then Tyler gazed at the children and squatted down. Facing them, he grinned and stretched out his arms. Jack and Katie tumbled into Tyler's embrace. 

Leaning back, Tyler peered into the eyes of the children. "I have some wonderful news," he declared. "The judge said yes."

Jack and Katie whooped with delight and threw themselves into Tyler's arms again. Their muffled cries made Grace's heart swell. As Tyler held them, he lifted his head and smiled up at Grace. "I told you, didn't I?" he murmured.

Grace nodded. "You did."

Tyler held the children for a while longer. Jack and Katie held onto Tyler as they looked up at Grace. Then, finally, Tyler stood and wrapped his arms around Grace, holding her for a long moment.

Tyler smiled at all three of them. "The judge agreed that we can become a family." He smiled down at Jack and Katie. "Grace and I are your parents now." Tyler lifted a brow. "What do think of that?"

Jack and Katie exchanged a look and then both of them cried out with delight and in perfect unison. "Great!"

Their little voices echoed across the yard. Grace saw Hope gazing out from the parlor window. She was smiling. She knew Tyler had brought home the best possible news.

Tyler slid his arm around Grace's waist. Katie went to Grace's side, while Jack went to stand at Tyler's side. Grace smiled up at Tyler. He was covered in dust and looked like he'd ridden all day. But there was delight in the shimmering moistness of his eyes. She could see how much this meant to Tyler.

Standing with their newly adopted children, Grace and Tyler both gazed toward the ranch house. "This is your home now," Grace said to the children. She looked at Tyler. "Our home," she added softly.

Tyler grinned. "Those are the sweetest words I've ever heard," he stated.

Grace agreed. "I love you comes pretty close too, don't you think?" she said with a slightly teasing tone of voice.

She saw the eyes of the children widen with delight. Tyler nodded. "Let's go, everyone. We have a new life to start."

And then they all started to walk toward the ranch house.
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