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Lauren Munro has returned with her widowed father to her relatives' ranch near the town of Inspiration, Montana. A year ago, at the wedding of her cousin Wyatt to Victoria Baxter, Lauren fell head over heels for Victoria's handsome brother, rancher Gabriel Baxter. But all that is in the past. Lauren and Gabe didn't part on good terms. This time Lauren isn't planning on staying long enough for Gabe to break her heart again.




Rancher and family head, Gabe Baxter's world comes crashing down when he receives a shocking ultimatum. He must find a wife as soon as he can. And there is only one woman who can heal Gabe's wounded heart. And she's back in town. But not for long.

 

With time running out, can Gabe and Lauren find the love that God wants for them?
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Honor thy father and thy mother: that thy days may be long upon the land which the Lord thy God giveth thee. 

Exodus 20:12







Dear Reader,




This is the first story about the three Baxter brothers who run a ranch to the south of Inspiration. Victoria Baxter, sister to the brothers, featured in The Rancher's Christmas Miracle. I wanted to write a story which shows what happens when parents finally let go of their adult children and allow them follow God's will for their lives. Gabe and Lauren, who are the focus of this story, must find a way to do just that as they forge their own bonds of love.




The novel takes place in spring 1881, soon after the events of The Rancher's Christmas Wish.




The Brides of Inspiration series will continue with the story of Kyle Baxter.







Love 




Maya


CHAPTER ONE




Inspiration, Montana

April 1881







This wasn't going to be easy, Gabriel Baxter told himself as he rode down the trail and into the yard of the Munro Ranch. It was a bright sunny Tuesday morning in the middle of April. Gabe drew in a deep breath and glanced up at the big, azure blue, Montana sky. He felt his nerves ease slightly. He could feel spring in the air. His favorite time of the year. A time for new beginnings, and for an awakening from the harsh cold of winter. A time for hope and hard work. Holding onto the reins of his horse with one hand, Gabe gently touched the pocket of his thick jacket. He heard the soft crackle of the paper inside his pocket. The letter which had changed everything. Ruining his calm, nerves twisted in his gut as he thought about what that letter contained.




Lifting his head and gazing at the sky, Gabe offered up a prayer. Lord, guide my steps. I know the way promises to be hard, but with You by my side, I know that nothing is impossible.




Glancing toward the Munro ranch house, Gabe saw his sister Victoria emerging through the open front door and step out onto the porch. Gabe couldn't see many of the ranch hands around the yard or surrounding buildings. The place was quiet. Briefly, Gabe wondered why that could be. He figured half-brothers Josh and Wyatt would be out on the rangeland, working hard this morning. The Munro spread was smaller than the Baxter ranch. But that didn't mean there wasn't plenty to do every day of the year. Ranch life was an all-year-round affair. That was as it should be, Gabe told himself. And it was how things should be back at the Baxter ranch, even if his two younger brothers, Kyle and Landon, didn't always see things that way.




His sister was dressed in a plain white shirt, buttoned to the collar and cuffs, and a brown skirt which flared around her booted feet. She lifted a hand and waved at Gabe as he drew his horse to stop by the hitching rail. Victoria's smile was broad and genuine. She looked like a perfectly happy wife. Which was exactly what she was. She and Wyatt Munro, co-owner of the ranch, had married a year before. Things seemed to be going perfectly for them both. Married bliss. It was possible, Gabe reflected as he dismounted from his horse. Just maybe not for him. Gabe tried to make sure his features didn't betray the turmoil churning inside him. He wondered how Victoria would take the news contained in the letter stuffed in his pocket.




Victoria came toward him. "I didn't expect to see you here this morning," she said and hugged him warmly. Up close, her pretty features positively glowed with an inner delight. She looked calm, this morning. Gabe was a head taller than his sister, but locked inside Victoria's petite frame was pure Baxter feistiness. "Grace has gone into town. I'm looking after Ryan while she's gone," Victoria told him.




"I guess this is a surprise visit," Gabe admitted, forcing himself to smile.




"You aren't the only surprise visitors we have this week," Victoria declared.




Gabe lifted his brows. "Really?" There was a mischievous look in Victoria's eyes which put Gabe instantly on his guard. Her blue eyes were bright and her cheeks were flushed pink. He knew that look, had seen it plenty of times growing up in the Baxter ranch over the years. It usually meant trouble.




Victoria scooped her arm inside his and started to lead Gabe toward the front door of the ranch house. "We have a couple of very special visitors," Victoria announced quietly. "You remember who came to the wedding last year?"




Gabe felt his heart quicken. Of course he remembered Victoria and Wyatt's wedding. How could he possibly forget that wonderful, warm spring day? And how could he possibly forget the woman he had met on that day? A woman he had not seen in the year since, but had not forgotten? Not for a instant. Lauren Munro wasn't the kind of a woman a man could forget in a hurry. Not that Gabe had ever wanted to forget the days he'd spent with Lauren immediately following his sister's wedding. Suspicions aroused, he knew what Victoria was about to tell him next.




"Lauren and her father arrived yesterday," Victoria declared, halting on the porch. Gabe could see his sister examining him for even the hint of a reaction, but Gabe schooled his features with determination.




"Is that so?" Gabe replied, trying his best to sound only casually interested.




"I thought you would have been excited," Victoria said tilting her head slightly. Gabe knew Victoria wanted to say even more, but she was holding her curiosity under strict control.




"Is there any special reason why they've come?" Gabe asked casually.




"You'll find out soon enough," Victoria replied firmly. Gabe didn't know what to make of that. It sounded vaguely mysterious.




Gabe shrugged. "It'll be nice to see them again."




Victoria lifted a brow. "They're around here somewhere." Victoria peered through the window of the ranch house and into the sitting room. 




Panic briefly flared inside Gabe. The original reason for his visit took hold of his mind. He drew Victoria away from the window, stepping out onto the yard again. "There's something I have to talk to you about, Victoria. It's about ma and pa." He led his sister toward the corral, near the stable, on the far side of the yard.




Victoria's brows furrowed. "Have you heard from them?"




Gabe nodded and drew out the letter from his jacket pocket. "I got this."




"How is Aunt Mabel doing? "




"Well, that's the good news." Gabe smiled. "Seems like she is getting better. For the moment."




"So when are mother and father coming back to Inspiration?"




Gabe sighed heavily. "That's the problem I came to speak to you about," he announced grimly. He saw Victoria's brows furrow with visible worry. "You don't need to be concerned. There's nothing wrong. They're not in any trouble," he added quickly. Victoria's features softened with relief. "But there is something in the letter which I need to tell you about," Gabe added softly. He glanced back toward the ranch house hoping that no one was watching him and Victoria. He needed some privacy if he was going to be able to share the contents of the letter. The last thing he needed was for someone to come out of the ranch house at this particular moment.




Victoria glanced at the letter. "Let me read that," she said taking the piece of paper from Gabe's hands. Gabe watched Victoria scan the single sheet of light brown paper. He heard her gasp quietly as she reached the end of the carefully written text. That last paragraph contained the kicker, Gabe reminded himself.




Victoria lifted her gaze to Gabe and stared incredulously at him. "Do they really mean this?"




Gabe nodded. "It looks like it," he replied. "I know it's hard to believe, but you know how much they want this for me and my brothers."




Victoria folded the letter carefully and turned away from Gabe clearly affected by what she had just read. Gabe recalled how he'd sat yesterday at the Baxter ranch house, in the parlor, reading the letter just like his sister had just done. He already knew how hard it would be for Victoria to believe what the letter contained. He still hadn't come to terms with it himself. Nor had he even had a chance to share the news with his two brothers, Kyle and Landon. Gabe wondered how Kyle would take this. His younger brother, wild at heart, and eager to strike out on his own in the world, would be the one who'd probably take this the hardest. Gabe knew he may have a battle on his hands if was to try and persuade Kyle.




Victoria turned and faced Gabe. Her face was pale with shock. "Marriage?"




The word hit Gabe like a physical blow. He wasn't sure he'd ever get used to hearing that word. Especially in connection with himself. He nodded. "Don't you remember how they used to talk about it all the time? For all of us? You, me, Landon and Kyle? Of course that was before you and Wyatt got married." Gabe removed his Stetson and ran a hand through his dark hair. "We both know how determined our parents can be, don't we?"




Victoria's eyes widened and she nodded. "We sure do. Do you think they're serious?" Gabe tilted his head and lifted a brow. He didn't need to say anything else. Victoria understood perfectly. She sighed and nodded. "You're right. It looks like they've decided the time has come." Victoria smiled. "Maybe they've seen how happy me and Wyatt are, and they just want the same for you, Kyle and Landon."




Gabe scoffed. "They sure have a strange way of going about it," he observed. "Couldn't they have just asked us to find wives? Instead of this?"




Victoria handed the letter back to Gabe. "You know how often they tried to find suitable wives for the three of you," she said grinning. "I seem to recall that every time the subject of matrimony came up, the three of you suddenly found some work around the ranch that needed doing urgently."




Gabe gave Victoria a weary look. "Are you saying that me, Kyle and Landon are scared of being married?"




Victoria rested a hand against Gabe's arm. "If it's the difference between staying here and going back East, I think there is only one choice for you to make."




Gabe knew she was right. Victoria had a sensible head on her shoulders. Being the second oldest Baxter sibling, she was a year younger than Gabe. It wasn't easy being the eldest Baxter sibling, Gabe reflected. And now he'd been handed the ultimate responsibility. He was being asked to set an example to his younger brothers. With them to follow as soon as possible, of course. He wondered how they would take the news. If he was any judge of his two younger brothers, he figured the answer might not be encouraging.




Gabe unfolded the letter and glanced at the words which his mother had written on the small piece of paper. The words which promised to change Gabe's life for good. They seemed almost matter-of-fact, casual, now that he re-read them.




 "Now that your aunt is beginning to improve, for the moment, your father and I have come to a decision. We intend to remain here in Philadelphia. For the time being. We will not be returning to Inspiration. Life here in Philadelphia suits us. You know that your father believes that the time has come for the three of you to marry. I also believe that. We've talked about this with you, Landon and Kyle. Without much success, I might add. The Lord says, wisely of course, there comes a time when the children must leave the bosom of their parents and find lives that please God. That time has come, Gabriel. 




"Here is what we propose. If all three of you find wives before the summer has ended, then we will keep the ranch. There is plenty of room on the ranch for three families. Look what the Buchanan family have done. Ranch life is good for families.




"Wives must be found, Gabriel. You know that as well as I do. The Lord wants you, Landon and Kyle to become family men. It's time to put aside the things of your younger years. To take responsibility for your own lives.




"In the event of all three of you marrying, then your father and I are of the opinion that you and your wives will take over the running of the ranch. If you all marry, your father and I will thank God for bringing joy and delight into the life of our family. We're sure you'll make the best decision for us all, Gabe."




Sincerest wishes




Your mother, Miriam




Gabe swallowed as he finished reading the words. It was an ultimatum. Nothing else. He realized his hand was shaking slightly. Life at the Baxter ranch was all he had ever known. Could it be true? That his parents had finally run out of patience with their three sons and were willing to settle for a life back East? 




"Uncle Gabe!" Gabe lifted his head on hearing his name being called out by a very familiar voice. He turned and saw young Ryan running toward him from the ranch house door. The seven-year-old boy, adopted son of Josh and Grace Munro, was grinning broadly as he scurried across the yard. But it wasn't only the sight of Ryan that brightened Gabe's spirits. His heart quickened when he saw who was following close behind.




Lauren Munro strode steadily and confidently behind Ryan. Gabe swallowed and glanced at Victoria. His sister was watching him carefully, judging his reaction with narrowed eyes. "Well, look who's here," Victoria said in a wry tone of voice.




Ryan's tiny footsteps thundered across the yard. The boy tumbled forcefully against Gabe's legs. Gabe patted Ryan on the shoulders and playfully mussed the boy's hair. "Look at you," Gabe exclaimed glancing hesitantly toward the advancing figure of the woman he'd thought of every day this last year. Worryingly, Lauren didn't smile at Gabe. He glanced down at Ryan who was smiling back up at him. "What have you been up to?" Gabe asked Ryan.




The boy turned and looked at Lauren. "Lauren and I were out back in the garden," he explained.




As if sensing that Gabe wanted to welcome Lauren in his own way, Victoria stretched out her arms. "Come here, Ryan," she said.




After giving Gabe one brief glance, Ryan went to Victoria. Lauren halted in front of Gabe. Now his heartbeat really was thumping. His pulse was thundering in his ears and, for a moment, his mind was utterly blank. The truth was, he had been taken aback by just how beautiful Lauren was. Of course he hadn't forgotten the perfection of her even features or the easy grace with which she held herself. She was dressed in an elegant green gown. Her blonde hair was tied back in a neat bun; her blue eyes flashed bright with barely concealed curiosity; her bow-shaped lips, full and red, pouted, betraying a hint of annoyance. Her expression was stony-faced. She wasn't pleased to see him. He could tell that. It was understandable, given the way their friendship had ended a year ago.




"Lauren," Gabe said, his voice quivering slightly with emotion. "How nice to see you again," he added, telling himself immediately that his words sounded lame.




She arched one brow. "Gabe," she said softly. He saw Lauren glance briefly toward Victoria and Ryan. Her lips tightened and he saw hesitation in her eyes. She folded her arms across her middle. Her shoulders rose slightly, betraying instant defense. Lauren Munro seemed lost for words. 




To Gabe's instant dismay, Victoria started to lead Ryan away. "Let's leave Gabe and Lauren to talk, Ryan," she said. "We'll go inside and make some tea. I think there's some cake we can all eat, too." Ryan gasped excitedly at the mention of a sweet treat. Ryan gave Gabe one last look and then let Victoria lead him back towards the ranch house.




Now that he and Lauren were alone, Gabe realized it was his turn to be lost for words. He scuffed his boots across the yard's loose dirt surface. Suddenly, to his consternation, Lauren turned and made it obvious that she intended to follow Victoria and Ryan back to the ranch house. Gabe coughed loudly and Lauren turned, halting. He couldn't believe she had nothing to say to him. He hesitated when he saw her steady gaze. Judging by the way she was looking at him, maybe it was a good thing she wasn't saying anything, Gabe told himself.




After a long few moments, she did speak. "I have nothing to say to you, Gabe Baxter," she said quietly. "Absolutely nothing."




Gabe felt his mouth drop open. Stunned, he gazed incredulously at Lauren. Before he had a chance to say another word she advanced toward him. Lowering her voice, she said: "In case you're wondering why I've come back, maybe I should tell you. It's not because of you." Her gaze was steady and filled with indignation. Was she still hurting after what had happened between them? "My father and I have come here only because it is on the way to our final destination."




Gabe squinted at her. "Where are you going?"




Her eyes, blue and iridescent, and as compelling as he remembered, shimmered briefly. "California." She paused for dramatic effect. "San Francisco, to be exact."




Gabe felt the breath ease out of his lungs. "California!"




Lauren nodded curtly. "We stopped off to see Victoria and Wyatt. My father and I are headed West. We'll be gone by the end of the week."




For a moment Gabe didn't know what to make of what she'd just told him. Telling him like this, so abruptly, it seemed like she was warning him off. As if she didn't want him to get the idea that she had come back to him. That somehow she and Gabe had no unfinished business. Well, she had made that perfectly clear, Gabe told himself. Before he had a chance to summon up a reply, Lauren gave him one last look. "So, since I'm here visiting my family, I'd be obliged if you and I could just be friendly. Keep our distance." Her eyes narrowed. "Can we do that?"




Gabe knew what he wanted to say. He wanted to tell her she was asking for the impossible. But after a year of waiting, after a year of thinking about her, it wasn't going be possible to be only friends. Before he had the chance to say any of that, Lauren turned away from him and started back toward the ranch house. Her stride was purposeful. 




As Gabe watched Lauren make away her into the house, he told himself that what had started out as a terrible day had just gotten a whole lot worse. His parents had ordered him to marry. And the only woman Gabe had ever considered taking as a wife had just made it absolutely clear to him she didn't want anything to do with him.




When Gabe heard the door to the ranch house slam shut behind Lauren, he felt his heart sink like a stone.








CHAPTER TWO







This was awkward, Lauren told herself. The silence in the parlor was deafening and had been so since Gabe had accompanied her into the parlor. Following Victoria's instruction, Gabe had taken his place alongside Lauren on the sofa. Emotion thrummed through her as she recalled how she had spoken to Gabe out in the yard. Not regret, although maybe she had been too direct, she told herself. But telling the truth was important. Hadn't her father always instructed her to do that? Didn't her faith also demand that?




Gabe Baxter's gaze was fixed on her. Lauren forced herself to smile awkwardly at him. When he smiled back at her she felt her heartbeat quicken treacherously. He was seated right alongside her on the sofa. Perilously close. She could feel the sheer power of his presence. How could she have forgotten how devastatingly handsome Gabe was? 




Ranching life had shaped Gabe Baxter into an impressive figure. Even more so since the last time she'd seen him a year ago. Dark hair with a healthy lustrous sheen; even features and sun-darkened skin; strong chin and full lips set in a firm, impassive line. His broad shoulders and deep chest filled the plaid shirt and jacket. Gabe shifted slightly, crossing one long, jean-covered leg over the other. The leather of his brown boots made a soft whispering sound as they slid together. There was no denying the attractions of the eldest Baxter brother, Lauren admitted to herself. 




Lauren shifted on the parlor sofa and asked herself how long she was going to be able to remain in the room. Hadn't she just told Gabe she had nothing to say to him? Lauren sat, hands clasped in her lap, and tried to keep from looking at Gabe. He'd changed, she concluded after examining him for a long moment. There was a tougher, harder quality to him now. Last year, during the wonderful, romance-filled days following Victoria and Wyatt's wedding, Gabe had seemed different. Back then, apparently determined to court Lauren, he'd never stopped smiling and there had been a brightness and constant delight in his eyes. But now, those same chocolate-brown eyes betrayed a barely disguised darkness. Something was troubling Gabe. She was sure of it. 




Lauren stiffened, turning her gaze away from Gabe. Whatever was bothering him, it was none of her concern. It never would be, especially once she and her father finally left the Munro ranch and headed for California. Nothing was going to stop that from happening, she told herself.




Lauren heard the rattle of plates and cutlery from the kitchen as Victoria prepared the promised tea and cake. She heard young Ryan's voice babbling indistinctly and excitedly. Victoria was clearly determined to allow Lauren and Gabe a few minutes to renew their acquaintance. But there was nothing to reawaken, Lauren reminded herself yet again. What had passed a year ago between herself and Gabe was over.




Suddenly, she felt the silence was unbearable. She smiled at Gabe. His brows lifted, responding to the change in her demeanor. Gabe looked expectantly at her.




"Victoria told me your parents have been spending the last month back East," she said.




Gabe nodded. "They've been visiting my Aunt Mabel. She's been unwell since the turn of the year. Ma and pa wanted to help her any way they can. She lives on her own in Philadelphia. They haven't seen one another in a long time. We have other family there, too."




Lauren smiled. "That's a very kind thing to do," she offered tentatively.  "But then I remember how lovely your parents were to me at Victoria and Wyatt's wedding."




As if sensing an opportunity, Gabe said quickly. "They like you." He paused and then added. "A lot."




Lauren acknowledged that disguised compliment with a polite nod of her head. Another awkward silence descended upon the parlor. She couldn't help noticing that he had spoken in the present tense. As if his parents still held her in high regard.




Determined to shift the conversation to another subject, she spoke quickly. "I guess that means you've been left running the ranch, for now," she suggested. "I'm sure you're doing a fine job."




Expecting he would casually agree, she was shocked to see him roll his eyes and hear him scoff.  "My two younger brothers seem to think it's all down to me."




"What do you mean?" 




He shook his head and sighed. "Let's just say that Kyle and Landon don't share my enthusiasm for looking after the spread."




Lauren frowned. "Are you saying they're not willing to work?"




He groaned. "It's taking a lot of effort to keep them focused on what they're supposed to be doing." Gabe shrugged. "Since my parents left for the East, Kyle and Landon seem to be under the impression summer has come early." 




He'd meant that last comment as a joke, she told herself. But she could also see something else in his eyes. Disappointment, and even a hint of pain. An impulse flared to life inside her. An urge she hadn't felt for a whole year. She realized she wanted to reach out a hand and lay it gently upon his arm. Say soft words of reassurance. Taken aback by the awareness of that impulse, she immediately schooled her features, watching him patiently. She looked at him as coldly as she could, under the circumstances.




"I thought your brothers both loved the ranching life," Lauren stated.




Gabe shook his head and sighed. "Landon does pull his weight, I guess. Even though there are things he doesn't like doing," Gabe said and then looked reflective. "It's Kyle that worries me, though."




"Why?"




Gabe sighed heavily. "He's thinking of striking out on his own. Kyle thinks there's more to life than keeping a family ranch."




Lauren thought for a moment, recalling that the youngest of the Baxter brothers had talked enthusiastically about cowboy life while attending his sister's wedding to Wyatt Munro. "Maybe he's been reading too many dime novels," she suggested.




Gabe shook his head. "Kyle's not big on reading. It's more like he's been listening to tall tales while he's been in town. You know how it is when outsiders come to town and start telling stories. Young folks get ideas into their heads."




Lauren felt a mild rush of indignation, but did her best to hide it from Gabe. She was an outsider, wasn't she? Had he meant those remarks for her benefit? "Not all outsiders come to cause trouble."




As if realizing his words had offended her, Gabe leaned forward slightly, his cheeks flushing red. "I didn't mean that to include you and your father," he explained hurriedly.




Lauren smiled. "Of course you didn't," she responded lifting a brow. She hoisted a shoulder and tilted her head. "Me and my pa have impeccable characters," she joked, giving Gabe a wry grin.




"What's this you're saying about me?" came a low, gruff voice from the open parlor doors. Lauren turned and saw her father standing there dressed in dark shirt and pants. He was staring at her, his brows furrowed grimly. For a moment, she wondered how her father would react to finding her alone with Gabe. Judging by the sternness of his gaze she considered she had good cause to be concerned. Last year, when she and her father had left Inspiration, Gabe and her father hadn't parted on exactly the most amicable of terms.




Lauren watched Gabe's head whirl around. She was sure his features turned slightly pale at the sight of her father's towering, plainly-dressed figure. 




Gabe stood quickly and glanced down at Lauren and then at her father. "Zacharias." Gabe hesitated and then added: "I mean, Mr Munro," Gabe gasped. "I was just speaking with your daughter about what some folks do when they come to Inspiration."




"I heard," Zacharias said as he started to advance into the room. He came to Gabe and halted. Lauren stood and glanced at both men, worried that some kind of argument might be about to start.




Gabe extended a hand cautiously. "It's a pleasure to see you again, Mr Munro."




Her father took Gabe's hand and shook it firmly. When she saw her father narrow his eyes almost menacingly, Lauren feared he was about to say some harsh words to Gabe. She recalled how her father had spoken to her about Gabe's advances after she and Zacharias had left Inspiration twelve months ago. Her father hadn't been too impressed with some of the ways in which Gabe had conducted himself immediately after the wedding of Victoria and Wyatt. Seemed like he had felt Gabe had been mighty presumptuous in trying to court his only daughter. Lauren was his only child. Glancing at her father, she saw a steady scrutiny in those dark eyes. 




"You're looking well," Gabe added releasing his grip on Zacharias' hand.




"You think so?" Zacharias replied.




Gabe nodded and then ran his gaze down the length of her father's tall figure. "Seems like the outdoor life suits you."




Zacharias frowned and glanced at Lauren, as if counseling her to silence. Gabe was right about her father. He did look well. Strong and fit for most of his life, Zacharias Munro cut a fine figure for a man aged almost fifty. A broad chest and powerful shoulders had been forged by back-breaking work since youth. Her father's features showed evidence of fine health. Bright eyes and sun-darkened skin gave the impression of a man much younger than he actually was.




To Lauren's surprise, Zacharias shrugged and patted his stomach. "I haven't let myself go, if that's what you mean," he said to Gabe. He smiled at Lauren. "My daughter has looked after me better than I have any right to expect." A familiar look of pride spread across his features. "God gave me a wonderful child. A daughter to treasure." Lauren felt her cheeks flush with heat. She glanced at Gabe and was sure she could see him holding back a smile.




"He sure did, Zacharias," Gabe admitted. 




The heat on Lauren's cheeks doubled. She dragged her gaze away from Gabe and heard him clear his throat. When she looked at her father she saw him nodding in agreement. "Glad you still think highly of Lauren," her father stated. Lauren frowned, momentarily taken aback by the friendly tone in her father's voice.




Gabe's eyes widened slightly. "Of course I do, Zacharias," he stuttered. 




Her father lifted a brow and peered at Gabe. "My friends call me Zach," he said slowly. "Or have you forgotten?" Her father's gruff manner had entirely disappeared.




Once again, Gabe looked unsure how he should respond to her father's obviously friendly demeanor toward him. The truth was, Lauren could hardly believe it herself. What was her father doing being so cordial toward Gabe? She'd expected the exact opposite.




"Okay, Zach," Gabe said tentatively. Lauren saw Gabe's eyes narrow slightly as if he was trying to decide whether her father was being genuine. Before she had a chance to say another word, Lauren heard the clinking of china and cutlery and the sound of footsteps.




Victoria entered the room carrying a large silver tray upon which were set teapot, cups, saucers and a large plate piled high with cakes. She halted quickly upon seeing Lauren's father. "We've got extra," Victoria observed. She turned to Ryan who was standing behind her. "Go fetch another cup and saucer, Ryan," she instructed the boy. Dutifully, Ryan raced off in the direction of the kitchen. Victoria came around the sofa and laid the tray down on a low table. Everyone took their seats and then Ryan came running back into the room and handed the cup and saucer to Victoria. She thanked him and proceeded to pour out the cups of tea and serve the cake onto separate small plates. 




It was all suddenly very civilized, Lauren told herself. As she sipped on her tea she gazed at Gabe over the lip of her cup. He looked as taken aback by this as she was. A short while ago, out in the yard, she'd made it clear to Gabe that she wanted nothing to do with him. She'd been confident he'd gotten the message. Loud and clear. 




Now, however, she wasn't so sure. Not with the way he was looking back at her. It seemed that the genial reception from her father had undermined her efforts to keep Gabe Munro at a distance.


CHAPTER THREE







Gabe started on his way to the Baxter ranch near lunchtime. The spread lay south of the town, while the Munro ranch sat in a wide valley to the east of Inspiration. This meant that Gabe's journey home took him through town. Gabe was pleased about that. Riding slowly up Main Street, Gabe saw that the boardwalk was busy with townsfolk going about their business. It felt good to be in town again, away from the complications and confusions of the talk in the parlor of the Munro ranch house. He loved Inspiration. Had done so, ever since his family had moved to the town over ten years before when Gabe had been eighteen years old.




Making his way up Main Street, Gabe reflected on the curious way Lauren's father, Zach Munro, had spoken to him. When Gabe had seen Zach standing at the parlor door, he'd worried that the man might have chosen that exact moment to give Gabe a dressing down about what had happened a year before. Gabe still remembered how angry Zach had been when he'd found out about his daughter being courted by one of the Baxter brothers. 




At the time, Zach's fury had puzzled Gabe, especially seeing as how Victoria had been marrying one of the Munro clan. Gabe hadn't been able to figure out why Zach had been so upset about another possible union between a Baxter and a Munro. At the time, Gabe had just put it down to Zach's understandably protective attitude toward his only daughter. It couldn't be easy for Zach to contemplate giving Lauren away. Maybe he'd just been taken by surprise, Gabe had reflected.




But now, Zach's demeanor was totally different. Gabe had been completely taken aback by Zach's obvious delight and acceptance at seeing him talking with Lauren. For her part, Lauren had looked like she'd expected fireworks between Gabe and her father. And, she had looked as perplexed as Gabe when they hadn't exploded.




Gabe thought about Lauren. Sitting that close to her on the sofa had been a genuine delight, one he'd savored for every sweet second. She was undeniably beautiful. In the soft light of the parlor, he'd hardly been able to take his eyes off her pretty features. And up close, her scent, citrus and sweet, had intoxicated him. Gabe knew he'd probably made a fool of himself, looking at Lauren like that. For a brief moment, when she'd caught him gazing at her, he'd chided himself for behaving like a smitten schoolboy. But, thinking on it now, he wasn't about to apologize for finding her attractive. Nor was he going to pretend to himself that his thundering heart and pounding pulse had been caused by anything other than the fact that he was, once again, with Lauren Munro.




Dragging himself back to the present, he told himself he'd achieved what he'd set out to do at the Munro ranch. His sister, Victoria had spoken with Gabe briefly before he'd left, and she had assured him that everything would work out fine. Victoria had always been the one with the most faith in the future, Gabe had reflected. Of the four Baxter siblings, she and Gabe shared the strongest faith. Their parents had brought them all up to be devout. That had been crucial in seeing them all through the hard times soon after they'd started up the ranch. His father had needed all the help he could get building the spread. Having three sons had helped, along with a team of ranch hands, of course. Now that it was established as a going concern, Gabe was determined not to throw it all away.




Riding past the town's only saloon, Gabe's attention was caught by the sound of familiar voices. Twisting in the saddle, he turned and saw two figures emerging from the saloon. Recognizing one of them instantly made his blood freeze. Kyle Baxter, Gabe's youngest brother, had his arm around the shoulder of another man, roughly the same age as Kyle's twenty-four years. Nick Murray mumbled something, no doubt intended to be funny, and Kyle threw his head back and hollered with laughter. Gabe felt his jaw tighten and dragged in a breath. He guided his horse quickly toward the saloon.




Gabe leaped down from his horse and strode up onto the boardwalk in front of the saloon. From inside the saloon he could hear the usual sounds of raucous bedlam. Gabe frowned. None of the Baxter men were the type to frequent the saloon. Which made the sight of his brother standing there all the more perplexing.




Hearing Gabe's heavy footsteps, Kyle lifted his head slowly. His eyes widened when his gaze settled upon Gabe's advancing figure. Immediately, Kyle wrenched his arm away from Nick's shoulder. 




Kyle straightened and ran a hand through his dark hair. Every woman in town was of the opinion that Kyle's dark good looks were typical of all three Baxter brothers. "Gabe! What are you doing in town?"




Gabe tilted his head and narrowed his eyes. "Why wouldn't I be in town?" Gabe examined Nick Murray and caught the scent of alcohol drifting on the air. Murray's eyes were soft with the effects of liquor. Glancing at Kyle, Gabe was relieved to see no sign of a similar look in his brother's concerned gaze. But, it didn't do any harm to check, Gabe told himself. 




He advanced on Kyle and leaned close. "Have you been drinking?" he demanded.




Kyle's eyes widened and he shook his head emphatically. "No. Promise I haven't, Gabe," Kyle pleaded. Gabe grunted. Kyle knew the Baxter household frowned on drinking. In fact, this was the first time Gabe had ever seen a Baxter anywhere near the saloon. That alone made the situation serious enough to warrant action.




Gabe scowled at Nick Murray who seemed to be trying to bring his senses back to reality. "You been getting my younger brother to drinking, Murray?" Gabe barked.




Murray took a step back and swallowed nervously. He glanced at Kyle and then looked fervently at Gabe. "I ain't been buying Kyle drink if that's what you're asking," Murray said. "He was just keeping me company. He was drinking root beer." Gabe examined Murray. The man was a head shorter than Kyle. Murray's frame was squat and his belly hung over the front of his jeans. Murray wore an ill-fitting shirt. His dark hair looked like it hadn't been washed in a while. All in all, Murray had the appearance of a man unused to the outdoor life.




"Really," Gabe drawled disbelievingly. "Sure it wasn't sarsaparilla Kyle was drinking?" Gabe furrowed his brows. "Because I suppose you're going to tell me you were just trying to look after my brother's best interests by taking him into that place," he said jabbing a finger in the direction of the saloon.




Murray's face paled visibly. "I didn't mean no harm, Gabe," he pleaded.




Gabe shook his head and sighed. "I'm sure you didn't," he replied sarcastically. He glared at Kyle. "You should know better," he stated. Gabe could already see Kyle's former resistance beginning to weaken. A lifetime of following Gabe's instructions was kicking in. 




Gabe didn't like having to call his brother out on his questionable conduct. However, he knew he had to do something to make sure this didn't happen again. "Wait until pa hears about this," Gabe said to Kyle.




Kyle frowned. "Pa's a long way away," he responded. There was a hint of defiance in Kyle's voice again.




"Yeah? But you know I still write to him and ma. He wants to know what's going on while he and ma are gone," Gabe replied. "I'll be sure to tell him," Gabe added, making sure his voice contained a hint of menace. "He ain't gonna be pleased."




"You still take orders from your parents and your brother, Kyle?" Murray snapped. 




Maybe the man thought he was being smart, Gabe told himself. It was time to show Murray how things worked with the Baxter family. "You got a home to go to, Murray?" Gabe asked sharply. 




"You know where I live, Gabe," Murray replied abruptly. Maybe he knew what was coming next, Gabe thought.




"I forgot. You live in that place next to the hotel, don't you?" Gabe said. "The little place down the alley."




Murray's features darkened momentarily. His gaze became steady and cold. He knew that Gabe was trying to remind him of something important. Murray had no family and had come to town a few months ago. Since arriving, he and Kyle had struck up a friendship. One that had found no favor with Gabe. He'd heard some things about Murray that caused him to worry the man might be a bad influence on Kyle. Gabe's brother had always been too eager to listen to others who spun tales of life away from town. Maybe Murray had been filling Kyle's head with nonsense, Gabe told himself.




Gabe stood tall and gazed down at Murray. "It's barely afternoon, Murray. I think you should be getting back home. You look like you need to rest a while."




Gabe saw Murray's jaw tighten. For a moment, the man looked like he was going to come back with a sharp reply of his own. But, one look at Gabe's determined expression seemed enough to change his mind. 




Murray looked at Kyle. "I'll see you around, later in the week," he said.




Gabe shook his head. "Maybe leave that for a while longer than a week, Murray," Gabe said. "My brother's going to be busy for the next few days." Gabe flipped his thumb. "Now, git," he ordered.




Murray peered at Gabe one last time and nodded. He walked away and headed across Main Street, narrowly avoiding being run over by a passing rider.




Gabe turned to face Kyle. "What were you thinking?" he demanded quietly.




Kyle frowned. "It was Murray's idea."




Gabe sighed. "I suppose that's meant to excuse things?" he asked. "The fact that you set foot in that place is bad enough." Gabe glanced at the staggering figure of Murray who had now reached the other boardwalk. "I don't want you hanging around with him."




"You can't stop me," Kyle snapped.




"Yeah? I think I can," Gabe retorted. "Don't forget who's in charge."




"Not for much longer," Kyle replied abruptly.




Gabe frowned. "What are you talking about?"




Kyle dragged in a deep breath and straightened his shoulders, as if he was about to make an important announcement. Gabe took a guess at what Kyle might be about to say and prepared a reply of his own. He'd had this same conversation with Kyle plenty of times before. "Is this about you leaving the ranch?" Gabe asked sharply.




Kyle blinked and took a step back on his heels. "You can't stop me."




Gabe sighed heavily. "We're not having this conversation here," he stated. "Not on Main Street."




"This is as good a place as any," Kyle replied. He lifted his chin defiantly and seemed about to continue when Gabe heard a voice calling out his and Kyle's names.




"Gabe and Kyle Baxter. What a pleasure to see you both," came the female voice. The sweet, familiar tones floated on the warm afternoon air.




Gabe turned and saw his sister-in-law, Grace Munro, standing right alongside his shoulder. Grace was married to his brother-in-law Josh Munro. Gabe had been so intent on his conversation with Kyle that he hadn't seen her approaching along the boardwalk. "Grace. How nice to see you," Gabe said politely.




Grace, as delicately pretty as ever, and dressed in a dark green gown with matching bonnet, smiled at Kyle. "And you, Kyle. What are you doing in town today?"




Gabe drew in a sharp breath and cupped Grace's elbow in his hand. He started to lead her away from the saloon. Kyle followed alongside. "I was just seeing a friend," Kyle explained hesitantly. He gave Gabe a conspiratorial look, suggesting that it might be best not to mention Murray or the saloon.




Grace smiled warmly, as if completely unaware of what the Baxter brothers were determined to keep from her. But Gabe knew Grace Munro well enough to know that she probably wasn't that easily fooled. She'd most likely seen Murray skulking away from himself and Kyle. She was probably just being polite and diplomatic, not mentioning the saloon incident.




"I was up at the ranch, earlier," Gabe said, eager to change the subject.




Grace's brows shot up in a line. "Did you meet Lauren and her father?"




Gabe nodded. "I sure did," he said, forcing himself to smile. Gabe saw Kyle's brows furrow, but his brother said nothing.




"They're just passing through on the way to California," Grace explained.




"So I heard," Gabe replied.




Grace paused a long moment and then glanced at Gabe. "It's a pity Lauren won't be staying for longer, isn't it?" she said. There was a teasing quality to her voice that instantly had Gabe on the defensive.




"Sure. I guess so," he said casually. Grace knew all about what had happened between Gabe and Lauren. Maybe there had been talk about it between the womenfolk up at the ranch. They were always planning ways to make weddings happen. That was just the way they were, Gabe told himself resignedly. 




They all walked in silence for a short while, just enjoying the sunshine and the warm spring air. Gabe was relieved that talk of Lauren had stopped for the moment. Kyle, on the other hand, looked more than slightly interested. He'd seemed taken aback by the news that Gabe had been at the Munro ranch.




Changing the subject, Gabe asked: "How are things on the ranch?"




Grace shrugged. "You know Josh and Wyatt. They're always busy. Working hard is the Munro way. Always has been and always will be. Josh always says that ranch work has been the making of him as a man. It made him grow up and see the true value of what God has given him." 




Gabe nodded, recalling his many conversations with his brother-in-law. There had been times when Gabe would have welcomed Josh's help around the Baxter spread.




Grace frowned. "Although, Josh was telling me they're short of ranch hands at the moment," she continued. "Him and Wyatt are getting ready to take some cattle to market, and they need all the help they can get."




Gabe glanced across at Kyle. His brother looked only casually interested. Somewhere in depths of Gabe's mind an idea stirred. It floated into his awareness as he walked alongside Grace and Kyle. Gabe played with the idea, seeing how it could be useful to him, and to Kyle. In fact to the whole Baxter family, especially given the content of his parents' letter. Now that marriage and the ranch were so intimately tied together, it was essential that Kyle not only remain on the ranch, but that he discover just what it meant to work a family ranch. Gabe smiled to himself, realizing that meeting Grace today might well have been an answer to his prayer. If he was to keep Kyle from making a huge mistake and making sure that the Baxter family stayed together on the ranch, then maybe Grace had handed him the perfect solution to his problem.




Gabe halted. Grace and Kyle stopped and looked at Gabe. "Grace. I have a favor to ask you," Gabe said. Grace smiled at Gabe and Kyle frowned. Maybe this was going to work out, Gabe told himself.


CHAPTER FOUR







"Is that Gabe and Kyle with Grace?" Wyatt said to Victoria. 




Rising from the seat on the porch at the front of the Munro ranch house, Lauren shielded her eyes from the bright sun and peered at the carriage and two riders heading toward the yard. She glanced down at Victoria and Wyatt. "It looks like it," she replied, puzzled why Gabe would be returning to the ranch so soon after leaving.




Wyatt slid his arm off Victoria's shoulders where it had been resting for the last fifteen minutes. Lauren, Victoria and Wyatt had been relaxing for a brief time after lunch. Wyatt was due to return to work soon. Even though there was plenty to do, Wyatt never missed a chance to come back to the ranch and see Victoria. He and Victoria stood. Wyatt was tall and lean, his physique shaped by ranch work. Lauren followed them out onto the yard, ready to welcome the carriage and riders. 




The front door to the ranch house flew open and young Ryan emerged. "Is ma back?" he asked.




Wyatt nodded and smiled at Ryan. "She sure is. And it looks like she found some folks to bring to the ranch." Wyatt laughed quietly. "And here was me thinking she just went into town to do some shopping," he joked.




Lauren thought it was wonderful how Ryan regarded Grace as his real mother, even though he had been adopted by Josh under tragic circumstances after the sudden death of Ryan's real father. Josh had promised to look after Ryan in the event of anything happening to Ryan's real father. It had been a promise Josh had never believed he'd have to honor. But, to his credit, when the time had come, Josh had not only honored that promise, but had found a wife for himself and a mother for Ryan. The Munro household was one of the happiest Lauren had ever seen. Two happy marriages and a family united in love. All under one roof. Lauren glanced at Wyatt and Victoria. He'd slid his arm around her waist and looked like just about the most contented man Lauren had ever met. She wondered when Victoria and Wyatt would be starting a family of their own.




Dragging her attention back to Grace and the Baxter brothers, Lauren watched as the carriage slid to a halt. The riders drew up alongside the hitching rail in front of the house. Gabe and Kyle dismounted. Immediately, Lauren could see a hint of awkwardness between Gabe and Kyle. She wondered what had brought them back to the Munro spread. 




Ryan ran to the carriage and claimed a hug from Grace. Resting her arm on Ryan's shoulders, Grace watched as Gabe and Kyle advanced toward Wyatt and Victoria.




"What brings you back so soon?" Wyatt asked Gabe.




Gabe settled his hand on Kyle's shoulder and grinned. "Got something I'd like to talk to you about, Wyatt," he announced.




Lauren's curiosity was immediately awakened, but before  she could ask anything, Grace called out to her and Victoria. "Can you help us with these bags?" Grace asked, moving to the back of the carriage. There was a stack of brown paper bags and a couple of intriguing looking boxes on the board behind the seat. Lauren went to Grace. As she passed Gabe she saw his gaze follow her every step of the way. All of a sudden, Gabe Baxter looked very distracted, Lauren told herself. She wrapped her arms around her middle, feeling suddenly self-conscious about the intensity of Gabe's attention.




Grace laid one of the boxes in Ryan's open arms and gently shooed the boy in the direction of the ranch house with instructions not to drop the box. She handed Victoria a couple of bags. Lauren took the two bags Grace offered her. All three women walked past the three men who, for the moment were silent. Seeing the way Kyle was frowning triggered another wave of curiosity in Lauren. Whatever had brought Gabe and his brother to the ranch didn't look like it was pleasing to the youngest Baxter brother. 




As she walked past Kyle, Lauren couldn't help noticing that Kyle had grown up a lot in the last year. There was a rougher quality to him. Not only in the way he dressed in the jeans and shirt and Stetson, but also in the expression in his eyes. There was a hint of indignation in those eyes, Lauren told herself as she dragged her gaze away from him. She wondered what could have caused that and determined she would find out sooner rather than later.




Once inside the house, half the bags were deposited in the kitchen, while those which Lauren carried were set upon the parlor table. As she laid them down on the surface, Lauren glanced out the window and saw Wyatt, Gabe and Kyle engaged in what looked like a heated discussion. Kyle, in particular, looked worked up about something. Gabe stood, arms folded and with a stoical expression on his face as he looked from Wyatt to Kyle.




"What's going on out there?" a voice asked behind Lauren. She turned and saw her father seated on the sofa with a book in his hands.




"Gabe came back with his brother, Kyle," Lauren explained.




"Did he now?" Zacharias replied rising from the sofa and coming to Lauren's side. He peered out the window. "Looks like their having quite a talk there," he observed.




Lauren smiled. Her father could sometimes be the master of understatement. "You could say that," she agreed.




"Is that Kyle Baxter?" Zacharias asked.




"Yes." Lauren frowned. "Seems like Gabe brought him out to the ranch for some reason. I don't know what, though."




Zacharias lifted a brow and smiled. "You mean you're not pleased to see Gabriel Baxter back at the ranch?"




Lauren felt her face flush with heat. "Don't you go starting that again," she ordered her father. After Gabe had left, Zacharias had politely cornered Lauren in the kitchen and grilled her about how much she liked Gabe. Of course, Lauren had done her best to refute the claims she had any interest whatsoever in the eldest Baxter brother. Had it been that obvious? Hadn't she done her best to give Gabe a frosty reception? 




She'd countered the accusation with a query of her own. Asking her father why his attitude to Gabe had changed so much from disapproval to what could only be described as acceptance, he didn't give her a straight answer. But, neither did he deny the change, even if he wouldn't say what had prompted it. Or what was behind it.




Leaving her father, Lauren headed to the kitchen. Grace and Victoria were in there. Ryan was helping stack some of the supplies in the lower cupboard. Lauren's curiosity had reached boiling point. "Any particular reason why Gabe brought Kyle? It does seem odd," she said.




Grace's lips tightened into a thin line. She glanced from Lauren to Victoria and then to Ryan. As she looked at the young boy, Grace's brows furrowed thoughtfully. Lauren got the impression that Grace didn't want to speak of the matter in front of the youngster. "Maybe you should ask Gabe yourself," she suggested.




Victoria smiled, hinting agreement with Grace's suggestion. "I'd give them a little time, though." She laughed. "You know what men can be like when it comes to talking work."




Lauren wondered if Grace had quietly murmured to Victoria, explaining why her husband was standing out in the yard talking with the two Baxter brothers. Lauren waited a few minutes, helping in the kitchen. Then she headed outside to the yard. As she emerged out onto the porch, she saw Wyatt leading Kyle away, an arm resting across the younger Baxter's shoulders. Wyatt was talking quietly to Kyle, who was listening intently. To Lauren's surprise, Gabe was heading toward his horse. She moved quickly to the hitching rail. Gabe was rummaging around in the saddle bag.




"Are you staying?" Lauren asked.




Gabe's eyes narrowed. "You disappointed?" he asked bluntly.




Lauren lifted a hand to the collar of her gown. She felt shocked at the abruptness of his question. She glanced at Wyatt and Kyle who were by the corral fence. "What's this all about? Why isn't Kyle going back to the ranch with you?"




Gabe sighed. He looked thoughtful for a long moment. "I guess I should explain. Seeing as how Kyle's going to be spending some time here. For the next week or so."




Lauren frowned. "He's staying?"




Gabe tilted his head. "He'll be coming home every night. After his days work on the Munro ranch."




She squinted at him, puzzled by his reply. "Why is Kyle working the Munro spread? Isn't there enough work for him back at your place?"




Gabe hooked the reins back over the wooden hitching rail and took a step closer to Lauren. To her surprise, he cupped her elbow with his hand and started to lead her away from the house. Whatever he had to say to her was for her ears only, she concluded as she watched his stern features. Walking alongside him, with his touch so gentle and yet insistent, Lauren was reminded of their time together a year before. In spite of her best efforts, familiar sensations flared into life as he carefully led her across the yard. Did he realize that if anyone saw them like this, from the window of the house, that they might get the wrong idea? Or perhaps he didn't care about what people thought. He'd made his lingering attraction to her patently obvious in the parlor a few hours before. She was still trying to come to terms with that. Still trying to understand how he could harbor feelings for her after such a long time.




On the far side of the yard, Gabe halted. He faced her, looking suddenly grim-faced. What was he going to tell her? He released her arm and she felt the absence of his touch keenly. 




Gabe ran the back of his hand across his sweat-covered forehead. Up close, out in the bright sunshine, Gabe was strikingly handsome. His skin shone with outdoor health; his dark eyes glistened with barely disguised emotion; his towering physique made her feel small. 




"I've brought Kyle to the Munro spread for a reason," Gabe said hesitantly. "I've been having problems with him in recent months." She could see this wasn't easy for him. But then, opening up and being himself had been a problem last year, Lauren reminded herself. Gabe was good at keeping up a wall between himself and the world. He was reluctant to show his true feelings to anyone. But, in the past, there had been moments when Lauren had felt she was the only person who had ever seen what Gabriel Baxter was really like.




"What kind of problems?" Lauren asked.




Gabe sighed. "Kyle's always been eager to strike out on his own. Growing up, he was always the one who liked to go off hunting, or wandering. He used to drive my parents crazy whenever he'd wander off. Once in a while, I'd have to go rescue him. Bring him back home in one piece."




"Isn't that what all young men are like, growing up?" she suggested.




Gabe shook his head firmly. "Most young men grow out of that. Settle down." He paused and then added with a wry grin. "Eventually. But not Kyle."




"Are you saying he wants to leave the ranch?"




Gabe nodded. "He's dead set on going out on his own. Got the fool idea that the world is his oyster. That he can do anything he wants if he puts his mind to it."




"What's wrong with that?" she asked.




Gabe's brows rose quickly. "The world's a dangerous place. Especially for a young man like Kyle." He shrugged. "Don't get me wrong. I love my brother. But he can be reckless sometimes. Wild, even. And that worries me and my parents." Gabe gazed at Lauren as if he desperately wanted her to understand just how much this meant to him. And to his family. "You know how close our family is, Lauren. You saw it last year."




She nodded. It was true. The Baxters were a close-knit family. Much like the Buchanan clan from which Grace had come to Josh. Grace was a Buchanan through and through. And that meant family was everything. Every member of that family and the cousins all lived the ranch life. It was in their blood. And the Baxter family seemed like they were the same. Willing to do anything to keep the family together. To keep them ranching as a way of life.




"Because he wants to go out on his own, Kyle has been slacking in his duties around the ranch. I told you about that earlier, but it's more serious than being work-shy," Gabe explained. "Recently he's been complaining he doesn't see the point in ranching." Gabe scowled. "He thinks it isn't exciting enough."




"Have you tried persuading him?" she asked.




Gabe gasped. "I've tried everything. Me and Landon have done all we could to make Kyle see sense." Gabe shook his head. "Now that our parents are away for a while, seems like Kyle sees this as his big chance."




Lauren thought for a few moments. She'd never seen Gabe display such emotion before. In many ways, it was shocking. But she realized there was a lot at stake. If Kyle left the family in search of what he believed was a life of adventure, then the Baxter family would be broken apart. Lauren could imagine the heartache Kyle's parents would feel if they came back and found him gone. Gabe bringing Kyle to the Munro ranch made sense. It was a last, desperate attempt to persuade Kyle that the life of a rancher was the only one for him.




Lauren touched Gabe's arm. His gaze softened instantly. "You reckon Wyatt and Josh can show him how to be a rancher?"




Gabe's eyes brightened. She could see the pleasure in his gaze. Her understanding had momentarily brightened his spirits. "You think they can?" he asked.




Lauren nodded. "If anyone can show Kyle what it really means to work a ranch, then it will be Wyatt and Josh." She smiled. "They don't take any prisoners. And I heard they're short of ranch hands."




"That's what gave me the idea," Gabe explained. "I asked Grace what she thought when I met her in town. She figured it would be worth a try." Gabe frowned. "Of course, Kyle wasn't too pleased, but he couldn't refuse Grace." Gabe smiled. "She's got a way of making it impossible for anyone to refuse."




Lauren laughed quietly and then thought for a long moment. "So what are you going to do while Kyle's here?"




Gabe shrugged. "Landon and I can handle things for a week or so. We've got some good ranch hands working with us." His voice dropped to a quiet murmur. "And I'll be coming over to the ranch regularly." She saw his cheeks turn a faint red. "Just to check Kyle's progress." Was that the only reason? Spending more time at the Munro place, Gabe would also see more of her.




Lauren didn't know what to say to that last part. So she just nodded and said. "Okay. That makes sense."




There was nothing more she could say, she told herself. For some inexplicable reason, the thought of Gabriel Baxter coming to the Munro ranch every day for the next week didn't fill her with dismay. Instead, she thought about what her father had said to her earlier in the day. Maybe he had been right, after all. Her heartbeat quickened as she considered the real meaning of what she'd learned. 




Perhaps Gabe Baxter was considering a repeat of his courting of a year ago.





CHAPTER FIVE







"Are you going back to your ranch?" Lauren asked Gabe.




He shook his head. "No." Glancing toward the stable where Wyatt had just led Kyle, Gabe added: "I promised I'd help out this afternoon. Once Wyatt has had a chance to talk with Kyle. It's the first time Kyle has helped out at the Munro place." Gabe tilted his head. "You want to walk for a while before I go to Wyatt and Kyle?"




Lauren thought for a moment and then smiled. "Sure." She realized she might have only a short time with Gabe. There were so many questions she wanted to ask him. And she was sure he was curious about what she'd been doing since they'd last been together. 




They started to walk together. Heading across the yard they came to a footpath which led around the side of the house. They'd walked this path many times a year before. As they walked, Gabe made a few little remarks which made her laugh. She saw a sudden brightness in his eyes as she laughed. The same look she remembered from a year ago.




On the far side of the house there was a tree with a wooden bench beneath it. She and Gabe walked in silence until they reached the tree. Lauren sat down and he took his place alongside her. The casual way he'd taken his place made her think that not much had changed between her and Gabe. The way he'd placed his hands on the back of the bench, leaning his head back triggered memories. The way he was gazing out across the vista of the rangeland made her recall other days. A year ago. Her heart warmed at the memories which drifted into her mind, but she made sure her features didn't betray how she was feeling.




The wind sighed through the tree branches. The air was cooler here, and the shadow of the leaves cast delicate patterns across Gabe's face. She clasped her hands in her lap and tried to compose herself. But she couldn't stop the pounding of her heart, or the butterflies tumbling in her middle. 




Earlier, she'd told herself she wanted nothing to do with Gabe Baxter. That there was no sense encouraging him. Had that impulse been triggered by a deep suspicion that, if she got anywhere near him, this would be the effect he'd have on her? That he would reignite old memories? Old sensations?




As if sensing her unease, Gabe coughed quietly and smiled tentatively at her. She glanced at him, seeing his chocolate-dark gaze filled with obvious interest. "What have you been doing for the past year?" he asked, taking her by surprise. Wasn't she the one who was supposed to ask him questions? At least that would keep him on the back foot, which was where she wanted him. It would prevent any awkward questions from him.




Lauren blinked and thought about how she could describe her life of the last twelve months. "Well, for a start, pa has been unsettled. He hasn't stopped telling me how much he's looking forward to making a new start in California."




She saw Gabe's brows furrow. "I wasn't asking about your pa," he said firmly and quietly. "I was asking about you. Tell me about your life since we last saw each other."




Lauren swallowed. Why had he chosen those words? Had he forgotten how their friendship had ended? Or was he pretending that there hadn't been any pain? For her and, she guessed, for him, too. Maybe he wanted to put the past behind them and make a fresh start. She shrugged. "I've kept myself busy. Working in a mercantile. It isn't exciting, but it serves its purpose," she said.




Gabe nodded slowly and looked thoughtful. "What about your dressmaking?" 




She smiled, pleased that he remembered that was one of her passions, and her skills. "There just haven't been any positions available," she confessed. "Things are quiet where we come from."




"If I recall, that never stopped you before," he suggested.




Lauren frowned. "Ever since ma died, pa has needed me around more than ever. I just haven't had the time."




Gabe nodded slowly. "It can't have been easy." He gazed at her. "For him, or for you."




"My faith has helped me come to terms with her passing," Lauren admitted. "My pa spent a lot of time at the church where we live. The pastor was helpful." Lauren sighed. "He made sure my pa kept thinking about what God had given him during those married years. Reminded him to be grateful and not feel bitter."




Gabe nodded. "Faith can work wonders," Gabe said. "Especially when things get difficult."




Lauren wondered what Gabe could mean. Wasn't his life almost perfect? He still had both parents. And Victoria was happily married to Wyatt. His two brothers seemed happy. Even if Kyle was itching to do something everyone knew was foolish, Lauren was sure he'd see sense. Especially with a brother as strong and sensible as Gabe. 




"And you?" she asked. "I suppose you've been working the ranch this past year."




Gab nodded. "You make it sound so matter-of-fact."




"But it's what you've always loved, isn't it?" she insisted.




Gabe lifted both brows and seemed ready to respond to her comment. But, his lips tightened quickly and the moment passed. "There isn't anything else I'd rather do. Ranching is a good life." His voice contained a sudden contentment. Then he rolled his eyes and glanced at her. "Kyle will come around to seeing that. Eventually."




Lauren nodded. She recalled her one visit to the Baxter ranch a year ago. She didn't know much about ranching, but from what she'd seen it was a well-organized operation. Plenty of ranch hands worked the spread. And the Baxter ranch house, two levels of white-fronted beauty, was a special kind of home. Gabe's parents had made Lauren feel welcome in every way possible, short of hinting that there was more to come between her and Gabe. But that wasn't to be. Not then and not now, she told herself. Glancing at Gabe, she hoped he realized that nothing would come of this. They were friends, linked by family. That was all.




Once again, Gabe's gaze drifted to the hills beyond the ranch, to the distant forests which ringed the valley. She knew how much he loved this country. This beautiful Montana paradise, as he called it. And, if she was being truthful, she felt a great affection for it herself. The previous times she'd visited Inspiration, when her uncle had been alive and running the ranch with Wyatt, had been happy occasions. 




On those visits, she and her father had been accompanied by her mother, Marianne. But, after a sudden and brief illness, her mother had been taken home to the Lord two years before, just a year before Wyatt's wedding to Victoria. And, ever since then, Zacharias hadn't been the same man. Melancholy had struck him, making some days harder than others. Lauren had felt a duty to be by her father's side during his difficult times. He kept telling her that he couldn't have pulled through without the loving attentions of his daughter. His precious child. That admission always brought a flush of warm pride to Lauren's cheeks.




Now, her father was convinced there were opportunities to be had in distant lands to the West. And that he was still strong and young  enough to seek them out to his advantage. She'd felt powerless to stop him from selling their possessions and heading for new pastures. There had been many moments in the last few weeks when she'd asked herself if she'd live to regret agreeing to go with her father.




Gabe shocked her with his next question. "Have you and your pa ever considered settling in Inspiration?"




Lauren glanced quickly at Gabe. He was gazing steadily at her. There had been nothing casual about that question, she realized. She could see the need to know written on his even features. "He hasn't talked about it, if that's what you mean."




"What about you?" he asked.




She narrowed her eyes. "I don't get your meaning."




Gabe shifted, turning to face her. "What do you want?" 




Her gaze lowered instinctively as he moved. His body still possessed an easy grace, a carefully contained power. Gabe was a man of great self-control, she reminded herself. She recalled his perfect, gentlemanly conduct at Victoria and Wyatt's wedding. He'd been the model of courtesy and good manners. 




"I haven't thought about staying in Inspiration. If that's what you mean. And I don't think it's what pa wants, either," she said, finally dragging her gaze away from him. She didn't want to see the disappointment she knew would be written on his face upon hearing her reply.




When she did look at him a few moments later, she saw him nodding thoughtfully. Finally, he said slowly and deliberately: "It seems reckless."




A stab of irritation cut into her middle. Frowning, she turned her head sharply to him. "Reckless?" she snapped.




Gabe nodded. "Especially when everything you'd ever need is here," he said gesturing with his hand in the direction of the distant rangeland.




"How do you know what my father needs?" she asked sharply.




"It's a big step," Gabe said. "I've heard plenty of tales about folks finding trouble in California. It's a dangerous place."




Lauren stiffened. "If it will make my father happy, then I'm willing to help him do it," she announced. "I'm sure he'll make the best of whatever opportunity he finds there." She sighed heavily and fixed Gabe with a stern look. "At least I have faith in him. Even if no-one else does."




Lauren stood quickly, not giving Gabe a chance to respond. Glancing down at him, she saw the thunderstruck look on his face. "I didn't mean to suggest he wasn't capable of looking after himself," he said apologetically.




"Or me?" Lauren snapped, lifting a brow. "That's what you really mean, isn't it. That somehow I might come to harm."




Gabe rose and stood facing Lauren. He thought for a long moment before responding. When he did speak, it seemed to her he was choosing his words more carefully. "I'm just concerned for both you and your father."




Lauren lifted her chin defiantly. "I thank you for your concern," she said haughtily. "But, my father's affairs are his own concern." She glanced down to the yard. "I seem to recall I'm needed in the ranch house."




She strode away from the tree. Her steps were heavy on the path. She heard Gabe racing to catch up with her. Finally they reached the yard. Gabe gestured in the direction of the stables. "I'll go see how Wyatt and Kyle are getting on."




"That's a good idea," Lauren stated. In the awkward pause which followed, all she could do was make sure she didn't look at Gabe. Still annoyed by his presumptuous comments, she didn't want him to see just how upset they'd made her.




"Fine, Lauren," Gabe said eventually. "I'll be seeing you around."




On hearing those words, she finally did fix him with a look. "I'm planning on being busy over the coming few days."




Immediately the words came out of her mouth, she saw Gabe's shoulders drop, but he disguised any disappointment with a steady nod of his head. "I understand." He touched the brim of his Stetson, said nothing more and then strode slowly away.




Watching Gabe's tall figure move languidly across the yard, Lauren asked herself if Gabe could possibly be right. Was the idea of going to California dangerous? If it was, then she had some thinking to do. 




And some of those thoughts would undoubtedly involve what she had confirmed while sitting on the bench beneath the tree. The undeniable fact that Gabriel Baxter still harbored feelings about her.





CHAPTER SIX







"I won't be going to the Munro ranch tomorrow," Kyle declared as he and Gabe rode into the yard in front of the Baxter ranch house.




Gabe pulled on the reins of his mount, bringing his mount to a sudden halt. He frowned at Kyle who halted his own horse and stared defiantly at Gabe. "I think you will," Gabe declared, equally defiant.




Kyle shook his head and straightened in the saddle. Gabe saw his brother's jaw tighten. Kyle sighed, glancing toward the ranch house and then up at the darkening sky. Gabe remained silent for a long moment. Since riding away from the Munro place, the tension between him and Kyle had felt like a unspoken wall. Neither brother had spoken about what had happened today. It seemed that Kyle was still angry that he'd been maneuvered into spending the afternoon at the Munro ranch. That didn't bother Gabe. Apart from anything else, it had given Gabe a chance to spend some time around Lauren. 




Kyle tipped up the brim of his hat and leaned on the pommel of his saddle. He squinted at Gabe. "You just don't get it, do you, Gabe," Kyle stated. 




"Get what?" Gabe replied.




Kyle's eyes flashed with barely concealed frustration. "Ranching isn't for me. It never has been, and it never will be."




"That ain't true, Kyle," Gabe replied. "And you know it. You're still young."




Kyle scoffed. "I'm twenty-four."




Gabe smiled, but Kyle didn't smile back at him. For his brother, this was no laughing matter. "Old enough," Gabe said. "You've got plenty to learn. And now's the time to do it." Kyle scowled, clearly unimpressed with Gabe's judgment. Gabe gazed out across the rangeland. It looked beautiful in the twilight, he told himself. He couldn't imagine anyone not wanting to live and work in a place like this. Especially with his beloved brothers. "And this is the best place to do that learning," Gabe added with an appreciative sigh.




"For you, maybe," Kyle snapped. "But, it's not what I want."




Gabe lifted a brow. "Not even if it would make ma and pa happy?" Even as he asked the question, he knew the answer he'd get from Kyle. They'd had this same conversation too many times.




"Pa said it himself before he and ma left for the East," Kyle replied. Kyle's brows furrowed. "There comes a time when parents have to let go of their children. Let them go free and find their own way in this world."




"He didn't mean for you to turn your back on your entire family," Gabe objected.




"I wouldn't do that, Gabe," Kyle retorted. His features tightened, brows furrowing into deep ridges. "You know that's not who I am."




"It would amount to the same thing if you don't accept ranching as what God placed you in this world to do," Gabe said.




Kyle dragged in a deep breath. "Why do you always have to make what I want sound so bad?"




"If it means getting involved with men like Murray, then I make it my business," Gabe retorted.




"Murray is nothing to me," Kyle complained. "He's just someone I met. He'll be gone soon enough."




Gabe nodded firmly. "I intend to make that happy day my personal mission."




Kyle's eyes widened. "What are you going to do?"




"I'm going to speak with Sheriff Cameron," Gabe admitted. "I've got a gut feeling about Murray."




Kyle grunted and shook his head. "So I have to work the Munro spread so you can keep me safe from Murray. Is that it?" Kyle's eyes narrowed. "Or is there some other reason? One you haven't told me about."




Gabe ignored that last remark. Thoughts of Lauren were still drifting around his mind, but he wasn't going to share any of that with his brother. He waved a hand. "Look at this place. It's beautiful. Why would you want to leave? Look what God has given us here, Kyle." Gabe peered imploringly at his brother. "Isn't is enough to know that God has placed you here for a reason? That this is His choice for you. The one place in the world where He truly wants you to be happy?"




Kyle's features turned visibly pale at the shift in the conversation. "Don't go bringing that up, again," he snapped.




"You don't want me to talk about God?" Gabe said almost incredulously.




Kyle's lips formed a thin, unresponsive line. He dragged his gaze away from Gabe. Gabe knew that in the last couple of years Kyle had been at church less frequently than when he'd been younger. That had disappointed their parents and Nathaniel Baxter, their father, hadn't taken too kindly to the change in his son. There had been heated discussions about this latest of Kyle's rebellions. 




Occasionally, Kyle had given in and attended church but, this year, it seemed Kyle had found plenty of excuses not to attend. Gabe thought about Nick Murray. It was people like that, drifters and no-goods, as far as Gabe as concerned, who had turned Kyle's mind to other things. False promises about the world beyond the ranch. Beyond Inspiration.




"What about you, Gabe?" Kyle asked. "You planning on spending your whole life here? Finding a wife and settling down?"




Gabe froze for a moment, wondering how much Kyle knew about the contents of the letter still tucked safely in his jacket pocket. Or whether he'd noticed the attention he'd given Lauren earlier in the afternoon. "There's nothing wrong with being married. Maybe one day you'll realize that." Gabe squinted at Kyle. And sooner than you think, Gabe added silently to himself. It was time to drag Kyle's attention away from that subject.




He peered at the Baxter ranch house. It sat in the hollow of a wide valley and was surrounded by corral, stable, barn and bunkhouse. Everything a man would need to provide for a family. Two levels of white-fronted, solidly constructed perfection, Gabe told himself. A place to call home.




"How can you turn your back on this?" Gabe asked Kyle.




Kyle's gaze was suddenly penetrating and steady. "So, it's true what Josh and Wyatt were telling me," Kyle announced slowly, lifting his chin and peering at Gabe. 




Gabe felt a stab of worry twist in his gut. "What have they been saying?" He wasn't sure he wanted to hear the answer. Maybe Victoria had been talking to Wyatt, in spite of Gabe's request that she keep the contents of the letter secret for the moment. 




Kyle smiled. Despite his growing concern, Gabe liked the sight of his brother smiling. It had been the first time he'd seen Kyle doing that the whole day. "They think you and Lauren are still looking to step out with each other."




"What!" Gabe exclaimed. "That's ridiculous," he declared. Gabe shifted on his saddle. "What gave them that idea?"




Kyle shrugged. "Maybe the fact that she and her pa have come all the way to Inspiration, instead of just heading to California."




"There is a reason why they came," Gabe objected.




Kyle lifted a brow. "Yeah? What's that?"




Gabe frowned, desperately searching his mind for something he could say to Kyle that would explain why Lauren and Zacharias had appeared. He'd wondered about it all day and had come to the conclusion that, when it came to family, folks didn't usually need an excuse to come visiting. He knew that probably didn't fully explain their presence. Not really. But, he had to tell Kyle something. "They're family," Gabe said sharply. "Isn't that reason enough?"




"I guess so," Kyle said. He grinned. What was it about the prospect of Gabe and Lauren courting which made Kyle so amused? "I saw the way she was looking at you," Kyle added.




Gabe stared impassively at Kyle. He paused a moment and then said: "She could hardly have ignored me. I was standing right in front of her."




Kyle nodded and kept on grinning. "That's one way of looking at it."




Gabe heard horse's hooves thundering on the trail behind him. He turned and saw his brother, Landon riding toward him and Kyle. Relief surged through Gabe. He could put the subject of Lauren Munro behind him for now. Landon drew to a halt next to Gabe. "I've been wondering where you got to," Landon said looking from Gabe to Kyle. 




Dressed in jeans, plaid shirt, jacket and Stetson, by the covering of dirt on Landon's clothing, Gabe could tell that his brother's day out on the range had been busy. He felt bad that Landon had been forced to deal with the work on the ranch with only the ranch hands to assist him. Gabe resolved to remedy that situation and stay with Landon once Kyle was settled at the Munro spread.




But, today had felt like a crisis. And Gabe had chosen to act instead of letting the situation with Kyle get any worse. 




Gabe explained the situation to Landon who listened carefully, nodding as if he understood the need which had driven his eldest brother to seek out a solution to Kyle's dangerous wanderlust. Landon was well aware of Kyle's wandering ways. As Gabe spoke, Kyle peered impassively at his two brothers. Drawing to a close, Gabe realized just how much being with his brothers meant to him. He was determined to keep the Baxter family together. No matter what it took.




After Gabe finished explaining, Landon's dark brows knitted into a deep ridge. He and Kyle exchanged a solemn look. "You okay with this, Kyle?" Landon asked.




"No," Kyle snapped. All of Kyle's former good-natured teasing of Gabe had vanished. "It don't make no sense to me."




"The Munro spread is a good place to learn new skills," Gabe explained. "I figure it's a good idea to be neighborly to our fellow ranchers." He squinted at Kyle. "Maybe you'll get a different idea of what it means to be a rancher once you see how men like Josh and Wyatt go about things on a daily basis."




"They are family, after all," Landon agreed. 




Gabe nodded enthusiastically. Landon's gaze met Gabe's. Landon usually understood Gabe's thinking when it came to family matters. The two brothers had always been close. They'd always found ways to work together for the betterment of the Baxter clan.




"Apart from anything else, I hear the Munro spread needs all the help it can get, right now," Landon said. "It won't do any harm helping out now, will it?" Landon added lifting a querying brow at Kyle.




After a long pause, Kyle shrugged. "I guess not," he admitted. He flashed a look at Gabe. "As long as it isn't for too long."




"They already working you hard over there, little brother?" Landon teased laughing quietly.




Kyle's shoulders tensed. "Nothing I can't handle."




"That's good to hear," Gabe said, trying to sound as satisfied as he could. This was more like it, he told himself. All three brothers finding common ground. It was usually the way. Their parents had brought all three brothers up to hammer problems out whenever they came up. It wasn't the Baxter way to let things stew.




"I'm starving," Landon announced. The family had a housekeeper, Lily. Gabe was sure something tasty would be laid out on the kitchen table once they were home. "Let's get going," Landon added obviously impatient to be seated at the kitchen table with Lily laying out plates filled with wholesome food. 




Gabe realized he was hungry. He lifted his reins and tugged his horse into life. "Let's go," he told his two brothers. As the three of them rode toward the front of the ranch house, Gabe's mind drifted to the afternoon he'd spent with Lauren. Not the whole afternoon. Just the part where he'd sat beneath the tree with her. That had been more than he could have hoped for. Being with her; walking with Lauren; gazing into her eyes; listening to her sweet voice; feeling delight at the sound of her laughter. 




The time he'd spent with her had been perfect. A surprising and delightful gift from God. One that he hadn't expected, and one for which he was grateful. There was so much to be grateful for to God, Gabe told himself. This perfect life he had on the ranch, for example. God had handed Gabe a responsibility. It was that simple. Keep the Baxter family together and ensure that he and his brothers remained on the ranch, happily married, each with a loving, godly wife. It was going to be difficult.




 But, after today and being so close to Lauren Munro again, he was ready for the challenge.


CHAPTER SEVEN







On each of the two mornings following her reunion with Gabe, Lauren made sure she was inside the ranch house when Gabe and Kyle arrived on horseback. She still felt the disappointment after the conversation beneath the tree. When Gabe and Kyle did arrive, they usually waited out in the yard until Josh and Wyatt came out to greet them. 




Thankfully, as far as Lauren was concerned, there was always something to do in the kitchen. Breakfast for Josh and Wyatt and everyone else was a big affair that required plenty of early morning cooking. Usually, the scene around the kitchen table was rowdy, even for so early in the day. Lauren's father liked to pay special attention to Ryan with whom he'd formed a playful but powerful bond. 




It guaranteed a busy start to the day. Both mornings had been no exception, and Lauren had been glad of the distraction. The last thing she wanted was another awkward encounter with Gabe out in the yard. Especially with witnesses watching her and Gabe's every move, and listening to their every word. 




Since Gabe's visit two days ago, her father had been keeping an eye on Lauren. But he hadn't said anything to her about Gabe. And every time he looked like he was about to say something, Lauren had warned him off with a scolding look.




During each of those days, Gabe didn't come anywhere near the inside of the Munro ranch house. Food was cooked by Lauren, Victoria and Grace, and sent out to the spread where the men were working. It seemed like there was plenty of work out on the spread to keep Gabe occupied with Kyle, Josh and Wyatt. She was surprised that, on each of those days, he'd chosen to remain for the entire day on the Munro spread. She guessed one reason for that might be to make sure Kyle kept his word and remained on the ranch. If that was the case then maybe Kyle was as unruly as Gabe had made him out to be.




On the third morning though, Lauren was helping Grace and Victoria with making the breakfast as usual, when she glanced out the kitchen window and saw Gabe and Kyle arriving. They were early. This time both men dismounted, threw the reins of their horses over the hitching  rail, and started to make their way toward the ranch house porch. Lauren's heart quickened as she realized Gabe and Kyle were coming inside for breakfast. Her breath caught, and she tried to swallow but found it inexplicably difficult.




Turning away from the window, sure that her features were pale with surprise, but trying to compose herself, Lauren saw Josh smiling at her. "We invited the Baxter boys in for some Munro hospitality," he explained. He smiled broadly. "I asked them the last couple of mornings, but Gabe declined the offer. Yesterday, though, he told me he'd be glad to join us all for breakfast."




"That's nice," Lauren said, her voice quivering with emotion. Lauren tugged at the collar of her plain white gown. She saw Grace and Victoria staring at Lauren as if they expected some kind of reaction from her. Her father, Ryan and Wyatt were sitting at the long wooden table. Everyone, except Ryan, was glancing at Lauren. Lauren drew in a deep breath, ran her gaze around the wide-eyed expressions, decided it was best to ignore them, and went back to laying out the plates. 




Wyatt scraped back his chair and stood, heading out into the hall to greet Gabe and Kyle. Arranging plates, she heard footsteps on the wooden floor and voices. All three men let out one huge laugh. That sound triggered a wave of discomfort in Lauren. She wasn't in any mood for laughter, she told herself. In fact, the impulse to find some excuse and leave the room was building by the moment.




Keeping her head lowered and arranging the plates on the table, Lauren heard a voice. A familiar, deep voice. "That food smells good," Gabe said. "You ladies sure know how to make a man feel hungry," he added. 




Lauren paused. For one long moment, she resisted the urge to look up. She knew Gabe must be looking at her. Finally, she succumbed and lifted her gaze. Gabe and Kyle were standing at the door. Just as she'd predicted, Gabe was looking straight at her, and he was smiling. Lauren's heartbeat quickened uncontrollably. Gabe was dressed in a plaid shirt which was open at the neck. He held his Stetson in his hand. He wore jeans and black boots. Silently, she told herself he looked amazingly handsome. She hoped her features didn't betray the thoughts drifting through her mind. 




Significantly, no-one had spoken. Were they waiting for Lauren to say something to Gabe? She glanced at Victoria who took the initiative. "We're glad you could join us," Victoria said, gesturing toward the two vacant seats on the other side of the table. 




Josh stood. "Take a seat," he told Gabe and Kyle. The two Baxter brothers took their places. 




Lauren straightened, wiping her hands on her white apron. "I'll get the extra plates," she said, feeling the sudden need to be busy. Anything to keep from looking at Gabe, she told herself. As she bustled around, trying to keep her back to the table for the moment, Lauren asked herself how she was going to get through the next half hour. There would be no escaping Gabe. Nor the knowing looks of some of her family. Over the last couple of days, Victoria and Grace had teased Lauren with occasional mentions of Gabe. But, every time, Lauren had avoided taking the bait. She was sure that was what her family were trying to do. They wanted to draw Lauren out from behind the wall she'd constructed between herself and Gabriel Baxter. 




Lifting a plate from the cupboard, Lauren felt it slip from her fingers and crash onto the wooden chopping board with a resounding thud. Luckily, it didn't break. The steady murmur of talking ceased for a long moment. She turned and saw that everyone was politely trying not to notice that Lauren's fingers had suddenly become butter.




Once the foodplates had been laid out on the table, Lauren took her place alongside Victoria and Grace. Josh sat at the head of the table with Wyatt stationed at the opposite end. Facing Lauren were her father and Ryan. 




"Shall we say grace?" Josh suggested.




Gabe and Kyle both lowered their heads, as did everyone else. Josh spoke the words, thanking the Lord for the bounty they were about to receive and offering it up for all His glory. The grace concluded, Lauren, Victoria and Grace ladled everyone's plates with filling portions of pork, beans and hash browns.




The smell of coffee drifted on the air as Lauren filled the cups. Gabe held his cup out to Lauren. When she took the cup from Gabe, her fingers briefly touched his. She felt an unmistakable and exquisite sensation quiver along her arm. Schooling her features resolutely, she made sure he didn't see the effect of his feather-light contact on her skin. Handing him back the cup, her gaze caught his. The corner of his mouth creased with the hint of a smile.




"Thank you," he murmured.




Before she had a chance to say anything in response, or even lift a brow in acknowledgement, she heard Ryan yell out excitedly that he was starving and that he wanted more. Josh leaned closer to Ryan and quietened his son with soft, calming words.




Lauren sat back down and started to busy herself eating the breakfast. She kept her gaze fixed on her plate. Determined not to catch Gabe's attention, it wasn't easy stopping herself looking at him. Temptation flared deep inside her. But she resisted. 




The kitchen filled with the sounds of cutlery on plates as they all ate hungrily. Everyone was chatting excitedly as they looked forward to the coming day. In spite of her own feelings of concern, Lauren had to admit she was surrounded by an atmosphere of happiness and joy. 




Glancing up, all she could see were smiling faces. Husbands and wives and a child. Brothers. Even her own father looked pleased. Zacharias glanced at Lauren and smiled. She tried to look pleased, but it didn't come easily. Across the table, she saw Gabe's handsome features. He was leaning close to Kyle, speaking in a low voice. Kyle's brows furrowed. Lauren wondered what Gabe had said to his brother.




Grace and Victoria both looked so happy, sitting alongside their husbands. Briefly, Lauren felt a soft stab of what she could only describe as mild jealousy. Her sister-in-law, Grace laughed quietly at something Josh murmured to her. Lauren couldn't hear what Josh had said. All she knew was that it had made Grace's eyes light up with barely concealed joy.




Was this what family really meant? Togetherness in the ordinary things of life? Continuing to eat her breakfast slowly, Lauren wondered if she was witnessing something special. It was a picture of what ranch life could really be like. Ranch life within a loving family, she corrected herself. There was a warm feeling in the house, now. Was this what it would be like to live on the ranch, married to a handsome rancher? If it was, she realized it wasn't exactly the worst thing in the world. She drew herself away from that thought. It wasn't for her. She'd already decided on that. Her future lay elsewhere.




Glancing across at Gabe, she saw he was looking at her with a quizzical expression in his eyes. He looked as if he was about to say something. Before he could, Lauren heard the sound of a spoon being touched gently and repeatedly against the side of a china cup. 




Victoria stood up and gazed along the length of the table. "I just wanted to tell everyone that tonight you're all invited to a special dinner here at the ranch house." She smiled at Gabe and Kyle. "That especially includes you both," she said to them.




"What's the occasion?" Josh asked, looking genuinely surprised.




"Just wait and see," Victoria admonished Josh light-heartedly. She gazed down at Wyatt. Lauren thought there was something fresh, something new about the way Victoria was looking at her husband. "Wyatt and I will be delighted if you can all be here at seven o'clock."




"It's a date," Gabe said brightly. Alongside him, Kyle looked less pleased. His stony expression was in marked contrast to Gabe's broad smile and wide eyes. Maybe Kyle had other plans, Lauren told herself.




After the breakfast was over, all the men made their way out to the yard and prepared themselves for the long day on the ranch. Through the kitchen window, Lauren could see Gabe and Kyle receiving instructions from Josh and Wyatt. When Gabe rested a hand on Kyle's shoulder, Lauren saw, to her shock that Kyle abruptly shifted away from Gabe. There was still tension between the two brothers, she told herself. It would take more than a few days work on the Munro ranch to fix whatever was going on with Kyle.




Busy cleaning a dish, Lauren didn't notice that Grace and Victoria were watching her as she gazed out the window. Lauren felt her cheeks flush red. As Grace and Victoria exchanged a knowing look, Lauren went back to cleaning the dish. She'd been caught indulging her curiosity about Gabe. Not for the first time, Lauren wondered what everyone was thinking about her and Gabe. No matter what opinions people held, Lauren reminded herself she'd already made up her mind.




There was never going to be anything between herself and Gabe Baxter. 


CHAPTER EIGHT







When he, Kyle, Josh and Wyatt returned from their day's work just after six o'clock, the sun was beginning to sink behind the distant mountains. Gabe felt tired after what had been a busy day working alongside Kyle and the Munro brothers. The ranch house, nestled in the broad valley, looked welcoming. As they drew their mounts to a halt in the yard Gabe could see, through the kitchen window, signs of activity. When he caught sight of Lauren, his heart leaped momentarily.




Dismounting, Gabe thought about what had happened at breakfast time. Lauren had tried really hard not to pay any attention to him. He'd seen the way she'd averted her gaze every time he'd looked at her. Every one of his little glances in her direction had been met with a sudden turning of her head. It was the first time he'd felt what it might be like to share a ranch house with Lauren. It had been a hint of what living with her would be like. And he'd liked it. Liked how it had felt. Warm and comforting. Happy. He wondered if she'd felt the same. If she had, she'd done a good job of hiding that fact, he told himself as he hitched the reins of his horse to the rail and started to follow the others into the house.




It took them a while to get cleaned up. Seeing as how tonight promised to be special, Gabe would have preferred it if he'd had a chance to change from ranching gear and into something which might impress Lauren. But, he knew he'd have to make the best of the situation. 




By the time he and Kyle had finished cleaning up, everyone had congregated in the parlor. As Gabe and Kyle walked into the parlor, he realized there was one person missing. Lauren. A fire had been lit, making the room feel cozy and welcoming. Zacharias stood warming himself by the flames. Ryan sat on a chair, swinging his legs impatiently and glancing up at Josh and Grace from time to time. Victoria and Wyatt were sitting alongside each other on the long sofa. There was an unusual brightness in the way they were glancing at one another. Throughout the day, Gabe had speculated what might be the reason for the special dinner being laid on by Wyatt and Victoria. He figured he could guess what it might be.




Gabe heard footsteps on the stairs. He turned and saw Lauren entering the parlor. Gabe's breath caught in his chest. She looked breathtaking, dressed in an elegant blue gown which swept around her feet as she strode into the room. Her hair was tied back in a neat bun, an arrangement which accentuated her high cheekbones and curving brows. Gabe felt his heartbeat quicken as she moved closer to him.




Lauren glanced at Gabe and quickly dragged her attention to the others in the room. "As usual, I kept everyone waiting," she announced. "Sorry."




Grace went to Lauren. "You look lovely," Grace assured Lauren. "That color really suits you."




Lauren grasped the edge of the lower part of the gown and gave the fabric a playful twitch. "It was the only formal gown I brought with me. I made it myself."




Grace looked admiringly at the gown. "You'll have to make me one, too."




That comment merely drew a lifting of Lauren's brows, Gabe noticed. Her lips firmed into a thin line. She wasn't going to comment on how soon it would be before she left for California. There wouldn't be enough time to make a gown, Gabe told himself.




Victoria and Wyatt stood and faced everyone. Gabe noticed that Victoria was clasping her hands nervously at her middle. She glanced once at Wyatt and then coughed quietly. "Now that everyone is here, Wyatt and I have an announcement to make." She looked eagerly at Wyatt. "Isn't that right."




Wyatt nodded, his smile broadening. He drew himself up to his full height. "That's right." He glanced hesitantly at Victoria. "Shall you tell them?" he asked her.




Victoria swallowed and took a deep breath. She ran her gaze around the room, smiling at each person one by one. Finally, she lifted her chin and spoke. "Wyatt and I have some very exciting news." Victoria smiled broadly. "I am going to have a baby."




Gasps of delight and squeals of joy filled the room. There was a sudden rush of activity as Grace and Lauren raced to Victoria and hugged her warmly. Josh, Gabe, Kyle and Zacharias took turns shaking Wyatt by the hand.




"That's wonderful news," Grace exclaimed. She turned to Josh. "Isn't it?"




"It sure is. The best kind," Josh replied. He turned and beckoned Ryan. "Give congratulations to Victoria and Wyatt," he instructed the boy. Ryan went quickly to Victoria and Wyatt. Ryan hesitated a moment, apparently unsure what to do. 




Then Victoria bent down and hugged him. "The baby isn't due for seven months, Ryan." 




Ryan smiled. "Is it going to be a boy?"




Wyatt laughed. "We don't know for sure," he replied. "But, we'll find out soon enough," he reassured Ryan.




Gabe went to Victoria and Wyatt and gave them his warmest congratulations. Gabe felt genuinely pleased for his sister. He knew how much she wanted children. She'd talked about it plenty of times before she'd married Wyatt. In many ways, it was a dream come true for Victoria. She and Gabe exchanged knowing smiles for a brief moment. He could see her eyes moistening with emotion. She turned away and said something quietly in Wyatt's ear.




Wyatt coughed and addressed everyone in the room. "If you'll all make your way to the dining room, there's some good food on offer." He smiled at Grace, Victoria and Lauren. "These fine ladies have been busy all afternoon. I wouldn't want to disappoint them by waiting any longer." Wyatt rubbed his belly. "I don't about you all, but I'm starving."




There was a chorus of agreement. They all started to make their way out of the parlor and along the narrow corridor by the staircase. Much to his delight, Gabe found himself walking alongside Lauren. Even though she still seemed determined to avoid his gaze, Gabe was simply happy to be close to her. This close, he caught the sweet aroma of her scent, a mixture of citrus and blooms. Gabe did his best to disguise the effect of the aroma. His senses swirled for a moment at the delightful proximity.




They bumped shoulders as they made their way into the dining room. Lauren glanced up at Gabe. He saw her cheeks flush pink as she looked up into his eyes. There was an awkward moment when it looked as if she was about to say something to him. But, once again, her lips tightened into a thin line. Gabe gestured for Lauren to enter the dining room ahead of him. If nothing else, this brief contact had given him a chance to act like a gentleman, Gabe reflected. At least for a moment.




Gabe managed to make sure that Lauren was seated next to him. The last thing he wanted was a repeat of the frustrations of this morning's breakfast. He was pleased Lauren did nothing to dissuade Gabe from making sure she was sitting next to him. He wanted to believe that was some kind of encouragement, but he knew it would be better to rein in his hopes.




The dining table was already laden with dishes upon which were piled delicious-looking foods. Once everyone was seated at the dining table, Grace and Lauren made their way back to the kitchen and brought in the final dishes, warm chicken and gravy and vegetables. Voices rose in appreciation at the sight of the all the delicious food.




Wyatt, seated at the head of the table, stood. "Now that we're all here, I'd like to propose a toast," he said lifting his glass from the table. Gabe saw Victoria lift her glass of apple juice. Everyone else raised their glasses. Wyatt gazed appreciatively at Victoria. "To my wonderful wife." He grinned broadly. "And to the blessing which the Lord has brought to us."




Everyone announced their agreement with Wyatt's assessment. Gabe had to admit the Lord had indeed been gracious in giving his sister and her husband such a bounteous blessing. As he sipped his drink, Gabe glanced over the rim of the glass at Lauren. She was looking straight at him. He crinkled his brows at her, hoping she'd see the expression of joy in his eyes. Lowering her glass to the table, Lauren smiled at Gabe. It seemed that the good feelings of the last few minutes had finally moved Lauren's heart and softened her attitude to Gabe.




For the next hour, all the talk was about children. Josh told some funny stories about the things Ryan had gotten up to since moving to the Munro ranch. Ryan looked a little embarrassed at first, but then he seemed to realize that he was the focus of attention from all the adults in the room. Gabe knew Ryan liked attention.




Just like at breakfast, there was a warm, family feeling in the room. Gabe was gratified to see that even Kyle was getting into the spirit of things. He and Josh had a good time joking about the things which had happened while out working on the spread earlier in the day. Gabe was beginning to be encouraged by signs that Kyle was learning that ranch life could be something different than what he'd thought.




Soon the meal was over and they all made their way back to the parlor where the talk was of gossip about life in Inspiration. Grace and Lauren went to the kitchen to clean things up after the dinner. Gabe dragged his attention to the conversation between Josh and Wyatt. Apparently, a robbery had taken place at the mercantile. It was the first robbery for months. Not much had been taken, but that kind of crime was unusual in Inspiration. Gabe was sure Sheriff Cameron would deal with it.




Through the parlor window, Gabe could see that darkness had fallen. The soft light from inside the ranch house cast a warm glow out across the yard.  He and Kyle would be heading back to the Baxter place. Soon after settling in the parlor, Gabe heard footsteps out in the hall. He turned his head, expecting to see Lauren and Grace entering the parlor. Grace entered, but Lauren took a detour toward the front door. When he heard the door opening, Gabe knew his chance had come. Rising from his chair, he headed for the hallway.




"Going out?" Kyle asked, lifting a brow. 




Gabe nodded. "Just going to take some air," he replied. "You and me will be heading back to the ranch soon."




Victoria and Grace exchanged looks. As did Zacharias and Josh. Gabe felt instantly uneasy. He waved a hand casually and headed toward the door. He had something to say to Lauren and he wasn't about to miss this opportunity.


CHAPTER NINE







It was a relief to be outside, Lauren told herself. She halted on the porch, wrapping her arms around herself. Gazing up to the night sky, she saw the shimmering brightness of the beautiful stars. The quiet sound of insects drifted on the night air. The scent of flowers lingered in the air. Lauren drew in a deep breath and allowed the peace of the night to sink into her. To take possession of her. 




She knew she could have followed Grace into the parlor, but she needed time to think. To understand how she was feeling. The evening had been memorable in so many ways. Her heart was filled with joy for Victoria and Wyatt. A child would bring so much delight into their lives. They would be a family, at last. And, Lauren was sure it was only a beginning for Wyatt and Victoria. Lauren had seen the way the two of them had looked at each other all evening. She wondered what it would feel like to have a man gaze upon her the way Wyatt looked at Victoria.




Immediately she chided herself. She already knew how it felt. Hadn't Gabe been gazing at her in just the same way all evening? Of course, Gabe's eyes weren't filled with love. At least that was what Lauren told herself. But there had been clear affection in the way Gabe had regarded her in the parlor and dining room. Once or twice, she'd felt her  cheeks flush slightly when she'd caught him looking favorably at her. She wondered if Gabe had noticed her reaction. Of course he had, she told herself. Gabe Baxter was no fool, especially when it came to matters of affection. She remembered those exact same looks from a year ago. But things were different now. Weren't they? She and Gabe had moved on. They both had lives of their own. Briefly, she didn't know whether that thought made her feel sad or relieved.




From behind her, she heard the front door opening. She drew in a sharp breath when she saw Gabe emerging. But she didn't move, or make any effort to go running back into the safety of the parlor. She heard the voices of laughter from the parlor and wondered whether that good-natured laughter was about her and Gabe.




Gabe closed the door behind him and advanced toward her. She leaned against the wooden porch support and dragged her gaze away from him. Gabe paused alongside her and, for a long moment, didn't say anything. Lauren realized her heartbeat was racing and her breath had suddenly become tighter. She wasn't sure what she could say to him that wouldn't make the awkwardness between them both even more acute than it had been throughout the evening. 




Finally, she turned to him and smiled. "Isn't it wonderful?" she asked. "Victoria and Wyatt look so happy."




Gabe's eyes brightened. "They'll make great parents."




Lauren nodded. "The first baby born on the Munro ranch for a long time." She sighed. "I wonder how many more they'll have."




Gabe tilted his head. "When we were growing up, Victoria was always talking about four."




"Four!" Lauren exclaimed. She blinked, almost in disbelief. "Does Wyatt know that?"




Gabe nodded. "He's of the same opinion," Gabe reassured her. "He's hoping for two boys and two girls. Lord willing, it'll happen."




"The Lord has sure blessed them," Lauren said. She took note of the wistful sound of her own voice and wondered if Gabe had heard it too. "Victoria will make a fine mother," she said. She lifted her gaze back to Gabe. "Don't you think?"




He smiled warmly. "I guess my opinion will be a little bit biased. She is my sister, after all."




"What was she like, growing up?" Lauren asked.




Gabe thought for a few moments. "She was feisty and always knew what she wanted." He grinned. "In fact, she was always a whole lot of trouble for me and my brothers. Seemed like she got her way in most things." Gabe thrust his hands into his pockets and sighed. "Made for interesting times at the Baxter ranch, I can tell you."




When Gabe took one step closer to her, Lauren moved away from the porch pillar and curled her arms around it. She wondered if he would interpret her simple movement as some kind of signal to keep his distance. She hadn't meant that, but now she'd shifted, it was too late to move closer to him without making things worse. The last thing she wanted was any misunderstanding between them both.




Eager to distract him, she said the first thing that came to mind after his words. "I believe Wyatt has her under control."




Gabe lifted a brow. "You think so?" He chuckled. "You don't know my sister. She knows how to get what she wants."




"I don't think I've seen two people so much in love" Lauren observed. "You understand I can say that because I'm family," she added quickly.




Gabe nodded. "Of course you can."




From out in the darkness beyond the light from the ranch house came the sound of a coyote. The sharp whine cut through the night air, sending a shiver down Lauren's spine. Reacting to the sound, Lauren took a step back closer to the ranch house wall. Gabe watched her with careful eyes, but he didn't say a word. Nor did he come closer to her.




Lauren laughed nervously. "I still haven't got used to the nighttime in Montana, I guess."




"There's plenty to learn for anyone thinking of settling down here," he replied.




Desperate to shift the conversation again, she asked: "How is Kyle doing?"




Gabe smiled. "Josh and Wyatt are doing a good job keeping him interested. I think Kyle's starting to come around to the idea." Gabe frowned. "Although, I think we've still got a long way to go before he'll fall in love with the idea of spending the rest of his days on the Baxter spread."




Realizing that was the second time Gabe had mentioned love, Lauren picked up on the other thing he'd said. "You want him to stay here for the rest of his life?"




Gabe's eyes narrowed. "There's nothing wrong with that." Gabe gazed out toward the darkness. "I figure there aren't many place better than this for a man to grow old in. Especially if he finds a good wife to grow old with."




Lauren wrapped her arms around herself and leaned back against the wall. Where she was standing, she knew that no one in the parlor could see her. Gabe moved closer to her. Now she realized it was impossible for anyone to see them here, it suddenly felt very intimate. Just her and Gabe. For a few long moments neither of them said anything. The coyote howled once again and, just like the last time, Lauren felt herself shiver.




She saw that Gabe noticed her reaction. He moved slightly closer. Lauren glanced up into his eyes and saw the clearest indication she'd seen yet of his growing interest. It had been so long since she'd been this close to him. It felt strange and the same time curiously appealing.




"I wonder what Landon will say when he hears about about the baby," Gabe said quietly.




"I expect he'll be pleased," Lauren replied.




Gabe laughed softly. "That's an understatement. Landon likes children." Gabe rolled his eyes. "He's the opposite of Kyle. He is looking forward to settling down with a wife and children."




For a moment, Lauren wasn't quite sure what to make of that. Was this just another way of Gabe bringing the subject of the conversation back to children and marriage? She watched as Gabe leaned back against the wooden exterior of the ranch house wall. He stretched to his full height. That merely accentuated the obvious strength of his physique. Not once in the last year had she forgotten the power in his body. And now, up close, she felt his presence keenly.




Surprising her momentarily, Gabe turned, leaning his shoulder against the wall and gazed into her eyes. Matching his movement, she lifted her chin and met his gaze. She had intended it to be defiant, almost a warning to him to keep his distance. But, to her shock, it had the almost opposite effect. She saw sudden encouragement in his bright eyes. Her gaze drifted down to his full lips. She felt the tingle of delight and told herself she really shouldn't be looking at him like this. But, for now there was nothing she could do to control the emotion surging through her body. Common sense told her she should go back inside the ranch house. That she should put an end to this. There was no turning back the clock. What had happened a year ago was over and done with. Wasn't it?




Gabe shifted closer and she knew the moment when she could have stopped all of this has passed. His arm drifted close to her shoulder and he reached down, placing his hand on her arm. Once again, treacherous tingles swept through her. The call of the distant coyote echoed in the night air. This time, though, Gabe was holding onto her so gently and so tenderly she didn't feel the slightest apprehension.




When his head dipped slowly she gasped. But the urge to resist had vanished. She lifted her chin and felt his lips settle gently upon her mouth. Sensation flared into life as Gabe drew her closer to him. His kiss was soft and tender. Memories flooded back into her mind. Images of how they had been together, how close she had felt to him. And now here she was, back in his arms, just like before. He held her carefully in his embrace making her feel as if she was the most precious thing in his life. Of course that was how he had made her feel a year ago. And that was why it had been so difficult to come back to Inspiration. But now that he was holding her again, now that he was kissing her so tenderly, those doubts, those uncertainties, were fading away by the moment.




She told herself that it felt wonderful to be in Gabe's arms again. How could she have forgotten how wonderful this felt? For a brief moment she allowed herself to sink into his arms, to be taken possession of by him. But as suddenly as she had given herself over to him there came a voice, too familiar, telling her that this couldn't last. That she and Gabe were finished.




As if sensing her sudden tension Gabe lifted his head, ending the kiss. Lauren's breath quickened to match her racing heartbeat. As she took a step backwards she saw confusion awaken in Gabe's eyes.




"I have to go back inside," Lauren said abruptly.




Gabe's brows furrowed. "Lauren," he moaned quietly, his voice quivering with emotion. "What can I tell you?"




Lauren shook her head. "You don't have to say anything, Gabe," she blurted out.




Gabe took a step closer to her. "I am not going to apologize for what I just did," he said. There was a hint of desperation in his voice now, Lauren told herself. From inside the parlor she heard peals of laughter. Had anyone seen what had just happened?




"You don't have to say sorry," Lauren replied. She sighed heavily. "I have to go inside, Gabe," she insisted, trying to compose herself as best she could.




Gabe took one final step closer to her but halted when he saw the sudden determination in her eyes. He seemed to sense defeat as she backed off. This had been a mistake, she told herself. It confirmed everything she'd said to Gabe since her arrival. She fixed some loose strands of hair which had fallen down along the side of her face. Her cheeks felt warm. She asked herself if her family would notice when she did re-enter the parlor. Maybe. But for now, the most important thing was to put some distance between her and Gabe.




 Gabe cleared his throat. "Kyle and I will be heading off soon," he declared.




She nodded to him and smiled weakly. Lauren glanced in through the parlor window. Everyone seemed so happy in there. It was such a contrast to her churning emotions. 




And then she turned and headed for the door. From behind her, she heard Gabe's heavy footsteps following her.





CHAPTER TEN







He'd messed up, Gabe told himself as he and Kyle rode away from the Munro Ranch a short while later. Kissing Lauren had been an exquisite delight. But, he had underestimated and badly misjudged the way she would react. He'd stepped over a line which she had clearly drawn that first day they'd been reunited. 




He only had himself to blame. The temptation to kiss Lauren had been impossible to resist. Seeing her there, in the soft light on the porch with the sounds of the night drifting in the air, something had shifted inside Gabe. Temptation. And he had gone and made a fool of himself!




"Everything okay, Gabe?" Kyle asked. Gabe glanced across at his brother. They were riding side-by-side along the southbound trail which cut east of inspiration. It wouldn't take long for them to get home. Right now, Gabe looked forward to getting back to the Baxter ranch. He needed to think. Clear the fog from of his mind. Maybe tonight he'd destroyed any chance of winning Lauren's heart. It hadn't taken much. Just a foolish mistake, one he should have avoided.




Gabe straightened in the saddle. "Sure. What makes you ask that?"




Kyle shrugged. "I don't know. You just seem distracted."




Gabe tightened his grip on his reins and peered ahead into the darkness. There was enough silvery light by the crescent moon to see the trail. In any case, he knew this country like the back of his hand. "It's been quite an evening don't you agree?"




Gabe glanced at Kyle and saw his brother smile. "I guess this means we're all related by blood now to the Munro family," he observed.




"The Munro family and the Baxters are sure getting closer by the year," Gabe replied. "I don't think that's a bad thing. Two ranching families getting together seems like a recipe for happiness," Gabe added. "Don't you think?"




Even as he asked the question, Gabe wondered what kind of response he would get from his brother. As he might have expected, Kyle stiffened, becoming instantly tense. It seemed like any talk of the future drew the same reaction from him.




"I'm just glad for Victoria," Kyle said cautiously. "She always did want children."




Both brothers rode in silence for a minute. He was glad that Kyle could understand how important all of this would be for Victoria. Maybe there was hope yet that Kyle would come round to Gabe's way of thinking. The horses' hooves pounded on the hard trail. The rhythm of the sound reminded Gabe of the pounding of his heart as he'd held Lauren in his arms. Was this how it was going to be? That every little thing would remind him of what he might never have? Because, after this evening he was beginning to think that winning Lauren's heart might prove to be an impossibility.




When he Lauren had re-entered the parlor he'd seen the look on everyone's faces. Curiosity and expectation had been written on their faces. But, no one had said anything. Gabe had been relieved. And, judging by the expression on Lauren's face when she'd sat down next to Victoria on the sofa, she'd felt a similar relief. Gabe wondered if everyone was rooting for them to get back together again. Throughout the evening, during the meal, he'd seen the way everyone had been looking at him and Lauren. Did they just assume that the impossible may be easy, and that Gabe would win Lauren back? Because he knew a truth now which, before this evening, he hadn't been willing to face.




He'd already lost Lauren, before he'd even started.




Winning her back was proving to be harder than he could ever have imagined. Gabe lifted his heart and prayed silently. Lord, am I doing right? Or am I assuming something that isn't true? I know You want me to find a wife so that my family can stay together. So that we can be a godly family, the way You made us. But, Lord, I'm not sure I have what it takes to win Lauren back. Grant me the strength and wisdom to know what to do.




The horses pounded down into a shallow valley and alongside the river which ran east of town. They came to a turning point in the trail. There was a bridge across the river. To the west lay the town. Normally, making his way back from the Munro Ranch, Gabe would have chosen the trail south. As he and Kyle came to the split in the trail, Gabe noticed that Kyle slowed his horse. Finally, Kyle drew to complete standstill, forcing Gabe to do the same.




Gabe squinted at Kyle, seeking an explanation. "What are you doing?"




Kyle shifted uneasily in his saddle. "I'm heading into town," he revealed.




Gabe frowned. "It's late. What do you think you're going to do in town at this time of night?"




Kyle shrugged. "It's been a long day," he replied. "I'm not ready to go back home yet."




Gabe shifted his horse closer to Kyle's. "You're not planning on seeing Murray, are you?"




"There's nothing wrong with that," Kyle objected.




Gabe stiffened in the saddle, feeling the tension in shoulders. He'd believed that he'd done enough to warn Kyle off from spending any time with Murray. 




 "What did I tell you about him? He's no good."




"That's for me to decide, Gabe," Kyle retorted. "I can look after myself."




"Really," Gabe drawled. "That isn't what Josh was telling me."




By the light of the moon Gabe saw Kyle's eyes widen. Gabe could hardly believe that he and his brother were about to have an argument out here on the trail in the dark. "What's Josh been saying about me?" Kyle demanded.




Gabe leaned on the pommel of his saddle. "Only that you've got plenty of learning to do," he snapped.




Gabe heard Kyle drag in sharp breath. "What's that supposed to mean?" Kyle's voice shook with sudden emotion.




Gabe leaned forward. Maybe now was time for some hard truths, he told himself. "I'm glad I brought you to the Munro Ranch, Kyle," Gabe said. "I've learned a few things. One of them is that I didn't teach you well enough when it comes to working on the ranch."




Kyle's fingers tightened around the reins of his horse. "We gonna do this all over again? Are you accusing me of not pulling my weight? I've worked as hard as I can these past few days. And all I get is even more criticism." Kyle sighed heavily. "It's not fair, Gabe,"




"Who said life was anything about being fair?" Gabe asked sharply. "If our father was here you know what he would be saying to you. It's time to buckle up and take responsibility. That's what I'm trying to get you to do." Gabe fixed Kyle one stern look. "I'm your brother, and it's up to me to do my best for this family of ours. I've got some important decisions to make in the days to come," Gabe said.




Kyle's eyes narrowed. "Do any of those decisions involve Lauren?"




Gabe felt a jolt of shock race through his body. Immediately on the defensive, he wondered how Kyle could have guessed his intentions. Had they been that obvious? "This isn't about Lauren," Gabe stated. "She's not a part of our family."




"Not yet," Kyle said and lifted a brow.




For a moment, Gabe was almost lost for words. Kyle's rebellious spirit on full display. Gabe knew he had a decision to make. He still hadn't told Kyle about the contents of their mother's letter. Maybe it was time to tell him. Gabe quickly debated that while matching Kyle's steady gaze. He could see his brother was waiting for some kind of response.




The moment passed. Gabe told himself that the time still wasn't right. Apart from anything else, with Kyle's wanderlust still untamed, there was no saying how his younger brother would respond to the revelation that marriage was a necessity for all three of them, including Landon.




Ignoring Kyle's taunting last remark, Gabe continued. "You've got work to do tomorrow at the Munro ranch," he said.




"I'll be there. On time," Kyle snapped back.




Gabe felt his jaw tighten. He he looked at Kyle and saw the steady look of a determined Baxter. He decided to try one last time. "Can I get you to reconsider?"




Kyle shook his head slowly. "When are you ever going to trust me, Gabe?"




"I trust you Kyle," Gabe replied. "Just promise me you won't do anything foolish."




Clearly annoyed, Kyle sighed noisily and tugged on the reins of his horse. "I won't be late back." Kyle paused a moment. "And tomorrow? I'm going to the Munro spread on my own." 




Then, Kyle rode quickly away down the trail heading toward town. Watching his brother disappear into the darkness, Gabe felt something heavy sink in the pit of his stomach. He'd failed twice this evening. Once with Lauren. And now with Kyle. The knowledge of his failure burned inside him. Not only had he ruined everything with Lauren, it seemed he had also deluded himself about any progress he had made in reforming his brother.




The joyful announcement of Victoria and Wyatt's baby seemed a long way off now. Tugging on the reins of his horse, Gabe drove his mount down the trail heading south. He couldn't wait to get back to the ranch. To the peace and tranquillity of his family home. It was time to think. But, most of all, it was time for him to be honest with himself about whether or not he and Lauren had any future.


CHAPTER ELEVEN







"What went on last night between you and Gabriel Baxter?" Zacharias asked the next day. Lauren and her father were riding into town on a buckboard. It was mid-morning and the sun was rising in the wide, blue Montana sky. Lauren dragged her attention away from the horses and out across the valley. She could see the trail leading off into the distance. It wouldn't take long for them to arrive in town. However, if a father decided he wanted to ask some awkward questions, this promised to be a very long ride indeed.




"What do you mean, pa?"




Zacharias turned his head, squinted at Lauren, and lifted a brow. "You can't fool me," her father said skeptically.




Lauren felt her cheeks flush with heat. For a moment, she fussed with her green bonnet and then settled her hands in her lap brushing some dust from her green gown. "I didn't think I could fool you," she replied. "I wouldn't even think of trying."




Zacharias gripped the reins of the buckboard tight in his hands. "So?"




Lauren shrugged, hoping that her nonchalant manner might well deflect her father's interest. She wondered what her father had seen last night to make him ask such a question. "There's nothing to tell, really," Lauren said.




"You two were out on that porch for a long time," Zacharias insisted.




Lauren scoffed noisily. "Can't two old friends just talk together for a while without getting tongues wagging?"




Zacharias sighed. "Who said tongues were wagging?"




Now it was Lauren's turn to sigh. "I saw the way everyone looked at us when we came back into the parlor."




Zacharias smiled wryly. "Grace and Victoria think it's pretty clear what's going on."




Panic flared inside Lauren. Had it been that obvious?  She'd been able to compose herself before walking back into the house. Clearly she'd been fooling herself. However, even now as she thought about Gabe's kiss she felt remnants of sensation flicker into life. 




The truth was it was impossible to forget that kiss. The memory of it had kept her awake for a large part of last night while she'd lain in bed. And now her father was trying to get the truth out of her. She didn't want to lie to her father. That had never been her way, and it never would be. He'd brought her up to tell the truth in all matters, and she always would do that, especially with her father. But how could she talk about Gabe without revealing what had happened between them out on the porch?




"I thought you didn't approve of him," Lauren said, her voice slightly defensive this time.




Zacharias' brows shot up in a line. "Who said I didn't like Gabriel Baxter?"




Lauren scoffed. "You told me plenty of times after what happened last year," she declared.




"Did I? I don't recall saying anything bad about Gabe," Zacharias retorted.




Almost unable to believe what her father had just said, Lauren widened her eyes incredulously. "You told me plenty of times that you thought it was disgraceful the way he didn't contact us on that last day."




Zacharias waved a dismissive hand. "That was nothing," he replied. "Gabe is a busy man. He and his brothers have a ranch to run. It was perfectly understandable that he couldn't come to the station to say goodbye."




That wasn't how Lauren remembered it. She recalled the day when she and her father had caught the train for Billings. She had told her father that Gabe was going to come to see them off. The fact that he was prepared to do that was suggestive that her friendship with him was more than just casual. Of course the wonderful days leading up to her departure had confirmed that impression in her own mind. However, before the train had left, any idea that she and Gabe had formed a truly meaningful relationship had evaporated when he hadn't shown up at the station to say goodbye. She'd convinced herself the goodbye would only be the beginning, and that she would return soon. To Gabe. She'd even convinced herself that there would be an exchange of letters and promises made. But, on that day, as the train had slid slowly from the station, all of her hopes had been dashed. Gabe hadn't  turned up.




Lauren peered at her father. "I seem to recall you saying some pretty harsh words about him," she said.




Zacharias shrugged. "Forgiveness is important, Lauren," he said turning and looking earnestly at her. "How many times did your mother tell you that?"




It wasn't often the Zacharias mentioned her mother, Lauren told herself. However, he knew that when he did it would have a powerful effect, on her. This time was no exception. Lauren turned away from her father and gazed out across the beautiful landscape. In the distance, she saw forests, rivers and valleys. Off in the horizon mountains rose up. They were still snow peaked and beautiful. For a brief moment she allowed herself to think about how much her mother would have loved to look upon this beautiful scene.




Lauren knew that her father was right. Forgiveness was central to her faith. The faith both her parents had encouraged. She thought about the previous night with Gabe. Was that the truth about her and the handsome Baxter rancher? Was she withholding her forgiveness from him? If so, surely that wasn't the right thing for her to do. Even if, as she suspected, Gabe was determined to reawaken their friendship. Since arriving back at the Munro Ranch she'd done everything she could to keep him at bay. Everything she could think of to dissuade him from embarking upon what she saw as a futile exercise.




A courtship doomed to failure.




However, maybe she'd been too hasty. She still felt some of the delight she'd experienced while he had cradled her in his embrace the previous night. Was she going to turn her back on that because of a decision to neither forgive nor forget?




Lauren looked at her father. "Can I ask you a question?"




Zacharias turned and lifted a brow. "Of course you can."




Lauren swallowed nervously, realizing that the answer to her question might make things even more complicated. "Are you still serious about going to California?"




Zacharias thought for a long moment. Too long, as far as Lauren was concerned. She examined him and saw, for the first time, clear signs of doubt in his eyes. His mouth turned down and he tilted his head. "Before I came back here, I had every intention of going," he said slowly. "But, since I have come, and seen the way people live here, I'm beginning to understand why people settle here in Inspiration."




Lauren dragged in a deep breath. She'd suspected he might say something like that. But, hearing the words from his own mouth made the reality of what he was saying so much harder to take. "Are you telling me that you might consider settling here?"




Zacharias grunted. "Now that's a whole different story," he announced grandly. "All I can say is that I have been mightily impressed." He glanced at her. "Nothing more."




Lauren sighed quietly. She really shouldn't be surprised her father would say such a thing, she told herself. There was so much about Inspiration to recommend it. The people were friendly, the place was beautiful and there were opportunities here. They were just different kinds of opportunities than the ones which had excited her father to even think about going to California for good. 




"Does that mean we're going to stay here longer than a week?" she asked him.




He frowned. "Are you in a hurry to leave?"




Lauren shook her head. "Not really," she admitted.




Zacharias said nothing in response to that. He merely tugged on the reins and drove the horses to a faster pace. Suddenly, Lauren wanted to be in town. Anything to distract herself from the realization that her father was thinking of changing his mind. 




That would give Gabe Baxter encouragement, she told herself. He was that kind of man. Determined and clever and sincere. It was a lethal combination and one she was increasingly finding difficult to resist.




She was relieved when the buckboard finally rolled into the town. Earlier that morning, Kyle Baxter had arrived at the ranch on his own. There had been no sign of Gabe. Maybe what had happened last night had given Gabe second thoughts about accompanying his brother to the Munro ranch. 




 She was glad of the distraction provided by being in town. Her first port of call would be the mercantile, where she planned to buy some wool. Her intention was to knit a pretty shawl for Victoria's baby. She knew that would keep her mind occupied.




Main Street was busy with townsfolk going about their business. All the stores were open. Lauren felt relief as her father drew the buckboard to a halt in front of the mercantile. She got down and stepped up onto the boardwalk.




 Zacharias came to her and smiled. "I'm going to take a stroll," he announced. He gazed up and down the length of the boardwalk with obvious appreciation. "It's a lovely morning, and I feel like taking some exercise."




Lauren shrugged. "You never have been one for shopping, I guess," she said, lifting a brow.




"You know me better than I like," Zacharias observed.




He started to make his way south toward the far end of town. Lauren entered the mercantile. Behind the counter, she saw Mr Murchison, the owner. He was a bright eyed, elderly man with a friendly expression on his face. Recalling the recent robbery, Lauren felt instant sympathy for the man.




"Good morning, ma'am," Mr Murchison said smiling brightly. "What can I do for you?"




"I'm looking for some fine wool, Mr Murchison," Lauren announced.




Mr Murchison came out from behind the counter. "Planning on making something?"




Lauren wondered if she should mention the new baby for the Munro ranch. She decided not to. "I just like knitting and making things. Maybe this time I'll make a shawl," she said.




Mr Murchison pointed her in the direction of the shelf near the back where different colors and types of wool were stacked. Lauren busied herself for a while selecting some bright colors. Just as she had made her final choice, she heard the door to the mercantile opening. Glancing in the direction she saw the tall figure of Sheriff Cameron walking into the mercantile. She'd met Nathan Cameron last year at Victoria and Wyatt's wedding. He and his wife Sophie had impressed Lauren very much as a fine couple.




Sheriff Cameron lifted his hat politely when he saw Lauren. She nodded her head once, and smiled back at him. The sheriff went to the counter and began speaking with Mr Murchison in a low voice. Lauren assumed the conversation must be about the recent robbery. Perhaps there had been a development. She remained at the shelf finalizing her choices of wool.




A few minutes later the conversation ended between the two men and Lauren judged it safe for her to go to the counter and pay. She made her way to the counter.




Nathan turned to Lauren and smiled. "Miss Munro," the sheriff said brightly. "How nice to see you again."




Lauren nodded. "It's good to be back in Inspiration." Lauren glanced at Mr Murchison and saw a thoughtful expression in the man's eyes. She rejected the temptation to ask any questions. It was none of her business to pry into other people's affairs, she told herself. 




As she paid for the wool, she said farewell to the sheriff who made his way out of the store. Carrying the small package, Lauren made her way to the door and pulled it open. A tall figure collided with her. She gasped and dropped the package onto the boardwalk. Looking up into the man's face, she saw that it was none other than Gabe Baxter.										





CHAPTER TWELVE







Gabe bent down quickly, reaching for the package Lauren had just dropped to the wooden surface of the boardwalk. At the very same time Lauren reached for the package herself. Gabe's fingers collided with those of Lauren. He lifted his head and, face-to-face with Lauren, smiled awkwardly. He saw hesitation in her eyes as well as confusion.




He curled his fingers around the package and handed it to her. She took it from him and smiled without saying anything. They both stood slowly, gazing at each other. He saw Lauren glance over his shoulder at the figure of Sheriff Cameron who was making his way back to the jailhouse. Just before the door had opened, Gabe and Nathan had exchanged a few words. Nathan had given Gabe a brief update on the investigation into the robbery the mercantile. It seemed Nathan still didn't have any leads on who could be behind it, but he'd remained tightlipped.




He saw Lauren fussing with some loose strands of hair which had tumbled from beneath her bonnet. She looked beautiful this morning, he told himself. But then, as far as he was concerned, Lauren Munro always looked beautiful. And always would. Her cheeks flushed pink with emotion.




"Gabe!" she exclaimed. "What are you doing in town?"




Gabe shrugged. "I came in to get supplies for the ranch," he replied. He glanced down at the package. "What have you been buying?"




She shook the package. "I'm going to knit a shawl for the baby."




He lifted his brows. "Have you got time to do that before you leave?"




She frowned and glanced nervously up and down the length of the boardwalk. She didn't answer his question. He wondered who she was looking for. Seizing his chance, he gestured with his hand in the direction of the northern end of the boardwalk. "Would you do me the courtesy of walking with me for a while?" he asked, eager not to let her get away too easily. He knew the way he'd asked made it sound too formal, but he felt suddenly nervous.  




Lauren thought for a moment and then, to his delight, nodded. "Sure."




They started to walk toward the north of the town. For the first few moments she didn't say anything to him. He wondered if, after agreeing to spend some time out in public with him, she was now having second thoughts. Eventually, she spoke.




"About what you just asked," she said. "I was talking to my father this morning. It seems he's decided to stay a little longer."




Gabe looked at her, trying to contain his delight. This had to be good news. "Is that so?" he asked casually.




Lauren nodded. "I think all the family joy up at the ranch has made him reconsider his decision to go to California."




Gabe drew in a quiet breath and thought for a moment. His next words would be crucial since he didn't want to reveal the hope which her words had awakened in him. "He did seem happy last night," Gabe said casually. 




It was true. When Victoria had announced that she was going to have her baby, Zacharias had looked genuinely moved. But there had been no hiding his delight. Gabe thought about how Zacharias had behaved toward him. Maybe Lauren's father had other plans for himself and his daughter. Now that he'd seen what Montana promised. Now that he knew Gabe had an interest in his daughter.




"The truth is, pa has been very happy since we arrived," Lauren observed. "I have to say, I'm surprised. I didn't realize just how much he would take to ranch life. He's been out on the spread with Josh and Wyatt a couple of times, and he seems to like it."




"Are you saying your father is going to become a rancher?"




Lauren scoffed. "I wouldn't go that far," she replied. 




They both lapsed into silence for a short while as they walked up the length of the boardwalk heading in the direction of the only hotel in town. Townsfolk passed them by and greeted them warmly. Gabe felt happy knowing that people were seeing him and Lauren together. It was such a simple pleasure, walking with this woman as if they were stepping out together. It reminded him so much of what they had enjoyed a year ago. 




His mind drifted to the events of the previous night. Gabe considered whether he should speak about it, but told himself firmly that this wasn't the moment. He'd done enough damage last night, and he wasn't about to make things worse.




Gabe heard the sudden rattle of wheels. He turned his head and saw a stagecoach hurtling down Main Street. It threw up a cloud of dust as it passed himself and Lauren. The stagecoach drew to a halt outside the hotel. The driver applied the brake and leaped down from the seat. Walking toward the stagecoach, Gabe saw a figure emerge from inside the hotel. Gabe halted, and Lauren paused by his side.




Lauren looked up quizzically at Gabe. "What is it?"




Gabe didn't say anything immediately but continued to watch. The figure who'd walked out from inside the hotel was Murray, the man who'd been the source of trouble for Kyle. The driver tugged open the door of the stagecoach and stepped back. From inside the stagecoach a man stepped down onto the dusty surface of Main Street.




Gabe didn't recognize the man. Another newcomer in town, he said to himself wryly. The man was tall and probably around thirty years of age. He was very elegantly dressed in a gray suit and matching Derby hat. The man paused, imperiously, his shoulders drawn back and his chin lifted. He ran his gaze around the exterior of the hotel and nodded. He said something to the driver, and then to Murray, but Gabe was too far away to hear what was said.




Murray, bending low, and appearing eager to please the newcomer, took a suitcase which the driver had untied from the roof of the stagecoach. Then, the newcomer strode up onto the boardwalk and into the hotel entrance. In spite of himself, Gabe felt curiosity seize him. He wondered who the newcomer was. 




Glancing at Lauren, he could see that she was as curious as him. For a brief moment, he felt an inexplicable and unlikely surge of jealousy. Had she been impressed by the undoubtedly handsome man? 




As if confirming his suspicion that she was curious about him, Lauren asked: "Do you know who that was?"




Gabe shook his head. "I've never seen him before in my life," he replied disguising the mild irritation in his voice.




Lauren frowned and seemed thoughtful for a moment. Gabe couldn't help wondering what Murray was doing working in the hotel. And what could be his connection to the newcomer. An idea came to Gabe. He turned to Lauren. "Can I interest you in tea?"




"Tea?" Lauren asked, lifting her brows in obvious surprise at the sudden suggestion.




Cupping her elbow in his hand, not waiting for an answer, Gabe started to lead Lauren in the direction of the hotel. "The restaurant will be open for late morning tea," he told her.




To his delight she didn't resist but allowed him to escort her to the hotel entrance. Pausing there, Gabe saw the newcomer standing at the desk of reception. The middle-aged man behind the desk was gazing wide-eyed at the newcomer. Gabe wondered what had just been said. Once again his curiosity flickered into life. He led Lauren into the hotel reception. The sound of their footsteps prompted the newcomer to turn and look at Gabe and Lauren. 




Up close, the man's even features were striking. He had dark brows and high cheekbones. His lips were held in a thin line, almost a sneer. His eyes were dark brown and his gaze was penetrating, as if he was accustomed to looking down on people. Assessing them.




The man didn't say anything, but turned back to the reception desk. The entrance door to the restaurant was to the right of the desk. Gabe started to lead Lauren in that direction. As he passed the man, Gabe heard the receptionist speak." I'm sorry we weren't ready for you, Mr Calhoun. But we didn't know you were coming today."




Gabe froze. Lauren halted by his side. Calhoun! The name sent a shiver down Gabe's spine. Another Calhoun, the only one Gabe knew, was someone who had caused untold trouble in town for too many years. Brett Calhoun, the former businessman who had controlled and owned so much in Inspiration was now in a jail in Billings. He was the most corrupt man Gabe had ever known. The whole town was relieved that Brett Calhoun was no longer around to cause trouble.




Gabe glanced quickly at the newcomer and felt his breath halt in his chest. The resemblance was unmistakable. The same dark features. The same condescending manner hiding behind the surface veneer of charm.




Calhoun turned and saw Gabe staring at him. He advanced toward Gabe. "Do we know each other, sir?"




Gabe gathered his composure quickly and shook his head. "I don't believe so," he said hurriedly. But curiosity got the better of him. He needed an answer. "Did you say your name is Calhoun?"




The man's eyes narrowed and he examined Gabe carefully for a long moment. "Judah Calhoun," he stated emphatically. He extended a hand to Gabe. "And you are?"




Gabe took Judah Calhoun's hand and shook it. "Gabriel Baxter."




Judah Calhoun shifted his attention to Lauren. "And who might this be?" he asked. Gabe did not like the man's tone of voice.




 Before he had a chance to object, Lauren replied. "Lauren Munro," she announced.




Calhoun bowed his head and then smiled at Lauren. Gabe felt his blood rush. He started to lead Lauren toward the restaurant door. As he opened the door, Calhoun spoke. "I hope you enjoy your time in my hotel," Calhoun said.




Gave hesitated and looked at the man. "Your hotel?"




Calhoun nodded and ran his gaze around the interior of reception. "My uncle, Brett, has given this to me to look after while he is otherwise occupied."




Gabe's eyes widened. "Your uncle Brett?"




Judah Calhoun nodded. The smile, when it came at last, contained more than a hint of malice. "I've come to look after some of his interests while he's gone. I understand he owns quite a few things in this town."




For a long moment, Gabe was utterly lost for words. Everyone believed that the influence of Calhoun was over. That it had been removed from town over a year before when it had been revealed that Calhoun had been the organizer of a dangerous feud between the Buchanan family and their neighboring ranchers. Everyone in town had been hopeful that they'd seen the last of Calhoun in Inspiration. Maybe they'd all been wrong, Gabe reflected bitterly.




He did his best to keep his features blank, but Gabe could tell that the man was taking secret delight from Gabe's obvious discomfort. Gabe forced himself to smile. "Welcome to Inspiration, Mr Calhoun," Gabe forced himself to say.




Judah Calhoun smiled icily. "Thank you," he said looking gratified that he had got under someone's skin so soon after arriving.




Then, Gabe hurriedly led a puzzled looking Lauren into the restaurant and closed the door firmly behind him.





CHAPTER THIRTEEN







"Tell me about Calhoun," Lauren said to Gabe after they had sat down at the table by the window inside the restaurant. Gabe leaned back in his chair opposite Lauren and looked suddenly uncertain.




"Let's not talk about him now," Gabe replied.




Before Lauren had a chance to reply, the waitress came to take their order. Tea and cakes were requested and the waitress went back to the kitchen. Lauren thought about what she'd witnessed outside in the reception area of the hotel. She'd seen the way Gabe had responded and was puzzled. 




Lauren was familiar with the name Calhoun. Grace had told her about how Brett Calhoun had caused trouble for the Buchanan family over the last few years. According to Grace, all of that had come to an end when Brett Calhoun had been put in prison just over a year ago. But now it seemed one of Calhoun's relatives had come to take over where Brett had left off.




She saw Gabe glancing toward the door of the restaurant, as if he expected Judah Calhoun to follow them inside. Gabe looked wary.




"Grace told me something about Brett Calhoun," Lauren offered. "Did you know Judah was coming?"




Gabe shook his head. "I figured all the trouble with the Calhoun family was over and done with, now that Brett has gone," he replied. Gabe sighed. "I can't say that I'm happy to see the man," Gabe added.




"Surely he can't cause any trouble," Lauren suggested.




Gabe tilted his head and smiled sarcastically. "You don't know what Brett was like. He made some folks lives around here miserable. Once word gets out Judah is here, I predict trouble."




Lauren felt a chill snake down her spine. She hadn't seen Gabe this worried about anything. "Maybe the sheriff should know," she said.




Gabe scoffed. "Nathan will know soon enough. And I'm sure he won't be pleased."




After what her father had said to her about staying longer, Lauren figured she should know as much as possible about Calhoun's reputation. And Gabe seemed to know enough to warrant her asking again. "At least tell me what you know," she said to him.




Lauren could see that he knew she wouldn't give up. He nodded. Then he proceeded to tell her as much as he knew about the things that Brett Calhoun had done over the years. As she listened, Lauren's heart sank. She realized that Grace hadn't told her everything. Probably that was because she was cousin to the Buchanans, and most likely did not want to go over painful memories again. Gabe told her about how Brett Calhoun had tried to steal the Buchanan ranch by using obscure laws and property contracts against the family. It had taken four marriages and a close call at the end for the Buchanan family to win possession of what was rightly their property. One they'd spent years building up.




 And then there was the way Calhoun had tried to interfere in Grace's own family, cousins to the Buchanans. Thankfully they had prevailed over Calhoun. The man sounded like a menace. More than that, Lauren told herself. He sounded like a genuine source of evil in the town. She concluded that the town was well rid of him. Now she could understand the strength of Gabe's reaction. He looked genuinely worried. 




"Isn't there something we can do?" she asked.




"We?" He lifted a brow and looked puzzled at the suggestion she had anything to do with this.




"Surely the sheriff can run him out of town," she suggested.




To her consternation, Gabe laughed quietly. His eyes suddenly bright, he smiled at her. "I admire your attitude," he said. "I wish it was that simple. Men like Calhoun know how to look after themselves and stay out of trouble." He drummed his fingers on the table. "The simple truth is that until Judah does something wrong or illegal there's nothing that can be done."




Lauren frowned and then nodded. Gabe was right. The kitchen door opened and the waitress brought their order. She everything on the table and left. For a short while the conversation stopped while Gabe and Lauren drank tea and enjoyed the plain cakes. She glanced out the window, observing the passers-by. She wondered how people would react when they learned of the new arrival. Somehow, the presence of Judah Calhoun had thrown into stark relief how perfect this little town really was. Since coming back she'd been reluctant to admit that she was beginning to enjoy being in Inspiration. But she was. And, sitting opposite Gabriel Baxter wasn't exactly the most unpleasant thing to do on a sunny April morning.




After they'd both finished, she saw sudden thoughtfulness in Gabe's eyes. Wondering if he was going to bring up the subject of what had happened the previous night, Lauren readied herself.




Taking one last sip of tea, Gabe placed his cup down on the saucer and leaned his elbows on the table. He peered into her eyes and she felt something shift inside her. There was something about the way he looked at her that reminded her of former delights. Joyful days. Of times when she had felt genuinely happy to be in his company.




"About last night," Gabe said softly.




Before he had a chance to continue, she interrupted him. "You don't have to say anything." Lauren knew what she wanted to say to him next, but somehow the words just wouldn't come. Finally she forced herself to say: "I'm glad it happened," she said abruptly.




Clearly taken aback, Gabe's brows shot up. "You are?"




Lauren felt her cheeks flush with heat. "After all, it's not the first time, is it?" She tilted her head and added thoughtfully. "And you?"




Gabe leaned back and seemed astonished that she would ask him such a question. Then, gradually a smile stretched across his lips. He nodded. "It was the sweetest moment, Lauren," he murmured.




Hearing her name on his lips made her feel a warm sensation in her middle. Her heartbeat quickened. Emotions surged within her and, almost instinctively, she turned her head and gazed out the wall-length window of the restaurant. She'd been taken aback by the way he'd said those words, and the look in his eyes. That look, of sheer delight and total appreciation, was one she hadn't seen since returning. She was glad he'd looked at her like that. It made her feel wanted. Needed.




Suddenly Gabe leaned forward, stretched out his hand and curled his fingers over her hand. Lauren glanced down quickly at his hand, astonished at such a forward gesture. But not for a moment did she even think of withdrawing her hand. The touch of his skin on hers felt exquisite. Sensation raced up her arm. Her gaze met his. She felt her heart thundering and could see how much holding her hand meant him. Time seemed to slow to a crawl.




She saw that Gabe was desperate to say something. Wanted to add something more to the gesture of holding her hand. The truth was, ever since she'd returned, she'd wanted him to touch her like this. It was such a simple gesture, but it meant so much to her. Then, she caught a movement out of the side of her eye. Slowly, she turned her head and saw the last person she would ever have wanted to witness her enjoying this perfect moment.




Lauren snatched her hand away from Gabe's and sat back in her chair. "My father!" she exclaimed.




She saw Gabe twist around and see Zacharias standing on the other side of the window on the boardwalk gazing into the restaurant. Under normal circumstances she would have expected her father to look enraged or angry. Instead, he was grinning broadly. He'd obviously seen everything, Lauren told herself.




Gabe peered questioningly at Lauren. He didn't say a word. His expression spoke volumes. It was a mixture of apprehension and cautious delight. Lauren saw her father move away from the window with the obvious intention of entering the restaurant. She spent a few moments trying to compose herself while glancing hesitantly at Gabe. The door opened and Zacharias entered. He strode up to the table and looked down at Lauren and Gabe.




"I hope I'm not interrupting anything," he said almost jokingly.




Lauren's face felt red-hot, but she was glad that at least her father hadn't made any specific reference to what he must have seen through the window.




Gabe stood politely and gestured to an empty chair. "Would you care to join us?"




Zacharias shook his head. "No. I don't want to spoil your fun," he said with a smile. He looked at Lauren, as if waiting for her reaction, but she didn't give him any.




She stood and fussed with her reticule and picked up the small parcel containing the wool. "I was just getting ready to leave," she declared.




Gabe's brows shot up. "You were?"




Lauren nodded firmly. She hooked an arm inside that of Zacharias. "I think we best be getting back to the ranch," she said to her father.




Gabe appeared suddenly panicked, as if witnessing all his recent progress evaporating before his eyes. He took a step forward and spoke quickly as if what he was about to say had hardly been carefully considered. "Can I invite you and your daughter to the Baxter ranch on Saturday?" Gabe asked rapidly.




Now it was Zacharias' turn to look surprised. He glanced quickly at Lauren. "That's a mighty kind offer, Gabe," Zacharias replied. "What do you say, Lauren?"




She tried to make it look as if she was weighing up the offer, but the truth was she had already made her mind up. She smiled politely at Gabe. "I'd like that very much," she said quietly.




Gabe smiled broadly. "Does lunchtime sound good?"




And then her father said the worst thing imaginable. "It's a date then."




Lauren forced herself to look blankly at Gabe. Obviously her father had no idea what he had just said. Then again, glancing at her father, she saw a mischievous look in his eyes. Maybe he knew exactly what he was doing, after all. They said their goodbyes to Gabe and then Lauren let her father lead her out of the restaurant.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN







Saturday couldn't come quickly enough for Gabe. When it did arrive he spent the morning out on the Baxter spread, working with Landon and Kyle and the ranch hands. Apart from anything else, the work kept his mind off what was to come that afternoon. As he worked in the morning sunshine, helping to look after the herd, he thought about what had happened back at the hotel. The idea of inviting Lauren and Zacharias had leaped into Gabe's mind. Before he'd even thought about what he was saying, he'd spoken the words. 




He'd seen the hesitant, but pleased look in Lauren's eyes.  Now that she was coming, Gabe was determined that the lunchtime meal would be something to remember. Lily, the housekeeper, had promised to work on something special. As he'd left the ranch house this morning, Gabe had seen Lily begin her preparations immediately breakfast was completed.




All through the morning, Gabe felt impatient. Lauren had visited the ranch last year during preparations for Victoria and Wyatt's wedding. Lauren had already seen what a fine spread the Baxter ranch was. Gabe had sweet memories of riding with Lauren as he'd accompanied her on a tour of the spread. On that day, Gabe's father had seemed delighted to show off what the family owned. Gabe pushed away thoughts of his parents decision to leave the ranching life behind. He was still having trouble coming to terms with it.




As the morning wore on, Gabe got a chance to observe Kyle more closely. Gabe was curious to see if Kyle's time at the Munro place, under the instruction of Josh and Wyatt was beginning to pay dividends. Gabe was gratified to see that Kyle did indeed show a greater level of interest in the details of working with the herd. In particular, Kyle seemed more willing to work with the ranch hands, some of whom had endured difficulties with Kyle and his reluctance to throw himself into the ranch life. Maybe there was hope, after all, Gabe told himself.




Finally, it was almost midday and time to head back to the ranch house. Landon accompanied Gabe on the ride home across the rangeland. They left Kyle behind, working with some of the ranch hands. Riding across the wide open plain, with his brother alongside him, Gabe was seized by a sudden good feeling. It seemed that things were going his way. Depending on how today went, prospects of winning Lauren's heart had never been better, he concluded. He knew there were obstacles to overcome, but his hopes were up, and that seemed like a good thing on this fine, sunny Montana day.




"You look like you're in a good mood," Landon observed, glancing across at Gabe as they rode along the trail.




"I am," Gabe replied and smiled. "We've got some guests coming to the ranch today. And I think it's going to be a mighty pleasant afternoon."




Landon lifted a brow. "And Lauren?"




"What about her?"




"Is she coming because she wants to? Or because Zacharias is bringing her," Landon said.




Gabe frowned. "Of course she wants to come to the ranch," he replied. Gabe squinted at Landon. "Why wouldn't she?"




"I heard you and her weren't exactly seeing eye-to-eye," Landon said.




"Who told you that?" Gabe snapped.




"Kyle."




"He should know better than to stick his nose where it isn't wanted," Gabe declared defiantly. "In any case, he's been too busy at the Munro ranch to know what's going on between me and Lauren."




Landon's eyes narrowed. "What is going on between you two?" he asked.




Realizing he might have given too much away, Gabe peered ahead at the trail and tightened his lips for a few moments, saying nothing.




"Well?" Landon asked insistently a few moments later.




Gabe sighed. "You know what happened last year."




"How could I forget? Everybody saw how you two got as close as two peas in a pod," Landon said.




Gabe frowned at Landon. "I'm not sure I like that description."




Landon laughed quietly. "You know what I mean. Ma and pa thought you and Lauren were going to get married."




Gabe gasped slightly. "They did?" 




Landon nodded. "Pa told me so." Landon smiled. "He was pleased about it, too. Said Lauren is a fine woman." He grinned mischievously. "Too good for the likes of you."




"Hey!" Gabe objected and then laughed. Landon was always looking for ways to get under Gabe's skin. Out of his two brothers, Gabe had always felt closest to Landon. In many ways, he was similar to himself. Landon had a strong faith and was committed to family life and living on the ranch. Knowing his brother so well, Gabe appreciated that he'd have to reveal the contents of the letter from their parents sooner rather than later. Landon deserved that at least. The time for that was nearing. First, Gabe knew he had to win Lauren's heart. Or at least know where he stood with her.




The two brothers rode on along the trail. As they crested the final ridge, Gabe saw the ranch house, nestled in the broad valley. Surrounded by corral, barn, stable and bunkhouse, the ranch looked beautiful to Gabe's eyes. If he had his way, this would always be his home. The thought of leaving the place made something hard twist in his gut.




"Looks like they're early," Landon said pointing toward the ranch house. 




Gabe squinted his eyes and saw that his brother was speaking the truth. A buckboard was parked up in the yard in front of the white-fronted ranch house. He could only assume it belonged to Zacharias and Lauren, but there was no sign of either of them. Gabe dug his heels into the side of his mount. Landon picked up speed, keeping pace with Gabe. They rode into the yard and drew their mounts to a halt near the hitching post by the porch. Gabe and Landon dismounted and tied their horses up. 




Gabe made his way to the house, eagerly thrust open the front door, and stepped into the hall. Standing at the foot of the staircase, he listened. Voices from the kitchen caught his attention. Making his way there, he found Lauren and Lily busy with food preparation. Zacharias was seated at the table with a mug of coffee in front of him. He was looking with casual interest at his daughter and the Baxter's middle-aged housekeeper as they busied themselves with various bowls filled with ingredients. Zacharias lifted his gaze to Gabe, said a brief hello, and smiled. Lauren turned and saw Gabe. To his astonishment, she was wearing an apron over her pretty green gown. Her blonde hair was tied back into a neat bun. Gabe almost smiled when he saw a tracing of white flour on the tip of Lauren's nose. For the moment, she seemed completely unaware of it. If it was possible, Gabe told himself, Lauren looked even more pretty than ever.




Lauren's eyes widened at the sight of Gabe standing in the kitchen doorway. "Gabe!" she exclaimed. "You're early."




"I'm early?" he asked. Gabe glanced at Zacharias and wondered if Lauren's father had deliberately brought her before the agreed time. Just so he could manufacture a scene like this. Zacharias' features were an unreadable blank.




Lauren wiped her hands on her apron. Lily turned and looked disapprovingly at Gabe. "Have you washed up yet?" Lily demanded.




Knowing how dangerous it could be to get on the wrong side of Lily, Gabe swallowed and shook his head. "Landon and I just got back."




"That's no excuse," Lily countered. 




Gabe saw Lauren smile and look from Lily to him. Maybe she was enjoying this public humiliation of a rancher by the woman who was actually in control of the domestic goings-on at the Baxter ranch.




"I'm giving Lily a hand with the lunch preparations," Lauren explained to Gabe.




Lily scoffed. "I told Lauren I didn't need the help, but she insisted." Lily smiled at Lauren. "I reluctantly accepted."




"We won't be much longer," Lauren said. Turning to Lily she added: "Will we?"




"Half hour at most," Lily confirmed. She eyed Gabe. "Plenty of time for you to clean that ranching dirt off," she said narrowing her brows and running her gaze up and down Gabe. He knew that look, and knew the consequences of arguing with Lily. There would only be one winner, and it wouldn't be him, Gabe concluded.




Zacharias stood. "Maybe once you've done that, you can show me around," he suggested. "I hear you and your brothers have made some improvements in the last year."




Realizing that Zacharias was providing him with an easy escape from the kitchen, Gabe nodded. He gave Lauren one last appreciative look and then led Zacharias out into the hallway. Landon entered the house and looked with obvious puzzlement at Zacharias.




Gabe hooked a thumb in the direction of the kitchen. "I wouldn't go in there, if I were you," he advised Landon.




Understanding immediately, Landon nodded. By the time Gabe had washed and changed, Zacharias had gone out to the porch and was standing waiting for Gabe.




Zacharias ran his gaze up and down Gabe's tall frame. Gabe had put on his best pants, shirt and waistcoat. He figured he looked as well-heeled as it was possible for a rancher to look. Zacharias nodded. "Looking to make an impression?" he observed wryly.




Gabe felt his cheeks flush with heat. Was it that obvious? Zacharias shook his head, laughed quietly, and stepped out onto the yard. Gabe followed him. They made their way in the direction of the corral. Zacharias halted and turned, leaning back against the tall wooden fence. 




He stretched his arms out and ran his gaze along the exterior of the ranch house. "Quite a place you got here," he observed.




Leaning against the fence alongside Zacharias, Gabe nodded. "It's taken ten years to make it look like this. When we took it over, it was rundown. The folks who'd owned it before us didn't have the heart or the cash to make it look like this."




Zacharias narrowed his eyes. "It's big enough for your family." He paused and then added: "And more, I suppose."




Now what had he meant by that? Gabe glanced at Zacharias and saw the man's gaze flicker hesitantly in his direction. Gabe had the feeling he was being tested. He wondered how much he should share with Zacharias. How he could tell Lauren's father about the need to marry. Instantly, he realized that, however he worded it, any attempt to explain why he wanted to marry Lauren might only succeed in getting him into hot water with Zacharias. If Zacharias thought Gabe wanted Lauren only for the convenience of finding a wife so he could remain on the ranch, then he would be mistaken. The last few days had convinced Gabe his feelings for Lauren went much deeper than he had ever realized.




"Our parents have always looked for me and my brothers to stay on the ranch for good," Gabe said tentatively.




Zacharias turned his head. "Does that include getting married?" he asked bluntly.




Gabe already knew Zacharias could be wily. Now he had discovered the man could be direct and to the point. Gabe had no option but to agree. "If the right woman comes along, I guess that it does include matrimony."




Zacharias laughed quietly. "You make it sound so grand." He scoffed good-naturedly. "Matrimony," he repeated, rolling the word on his tongue as if he was making fun of it.




Gabe felt his face flush and he dragged in a deep breath, trying not to take the bait Zacharias was offering. There would no sense in picking an argument. Not with Lauren's father.




As if sensing Gabe's discomfort Zacharias reached across and laid a hand on Gabe's shoulder. "Look here, Gabe. I know you have an interest in my daughter."




Gabe's eyes widened. "You do?" He felt his throat tighten, and he wondered where Zacharias was going to lead the conversation.




Zacharias nodded. "I can't blame you for trying."




Gabe gulped. "Trying?" he just about managed to say through a dry, cracked throat.




Zacharias grinned. "There's something you need to know about my precious daughter." Zacharias leaned his head closer. Zacharias lifted a brow."If you're thinking of winning her affections, you better watch out." 




Gabe stared at Zacharias. "Why?"




Zacharias fixed Gabe with a stern look. "Lauren has a temper." Zacharias peered into Gabe's eyes as if searching for a reaction. "She's mule-headed." Zacharias laughed and then his eyes softened. "Just like her dear mother. Now there was a woman who knew how to get what she wanted." Zacharias sighed. "But I loved her for every time she did what it took to get her way. I loved Lauren's mother more than you can imagine."




Gabe's gaze was fixed resolutely on Zacharias. He hadn't expected such an honest conversation with Lauren's father. It was as if Zacharias had chosen this moment to open himself up to Gabe. To find out how serious Gabe's intentions were toward Lauren. 




Gabe knew his next words would be important. He turned and faced Zacharias. "I have something to tell you, Mr Munro," Gabe said.




"What's that?" Zacharias murmured. He was watching Gabe carefully.




"I hold your daughter in the highest regard," Gabe stated slowly and carefully, weighing each word. "She's the finest young woman I've ever known."




Zacharias' eyes moistened for a moment. It seemed Gabe's words had touched him deeply. Then the man composed himself and dragged in a deep breath. He looked straight at Gabe. "Thank you, son," he murmured. "Those are the kind of words that reassure a man when his daughter is about to make an important choice."




Then Zacharias reached out a hand. Gabe took the hand and shook it. Had Zacharias just given Gabe permission to continue to court Lauren? It certainly seemed that way. Gabe smiled at Zacharias and then glanced up at the clear blue sky. 




Suddenly the sun seemed a whole lot brighter, Gabe told himself.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN







They set the wooden table and long, twin benches out in the yard. Lauren agreed with Gabe's idea that, since it was such a beautiful day, it would be a waste to eat lunch inside the ranch house. On one side of the table sat Kyle, Landon and Gabe while Zacharias, Lauren and Lily sat opposite them. Despite Lily's cries of resistance, Gabe insisted she join them all for lunch. 




After the lunch was finished Gabe sidled alongside Lauren while Landon and Zacharias watched Kyle struggle with a particularly ornery pinto inside the corral. The high spirits and good humor of the lunch seemed to have gotten to Kyle. Lauren hadn't seen Kyle look so bright and cheerful since her arrival. She figured perhaps his time at the Munro ranch was paying off, after all. She knew that would please Gabe. 




She and Gabe watched the goings-on over at the corral for a while. It felt good to be sitting next to Gabe, Lauren told herself. Throughout the lunch he'd chatted excitedly about many things. He'd drawn Lauren into the conversation on plenty of occasions. She wondered what had happened to brighten Gabe's spirits. It was such a contrast to the way he'd behaved when they'd been at the hotel restaurant. Earlier, Lauren had watched with barely concealed curiosity when Gabe and her father had walked across to the corral. She'd seen them talking for a while, even going so far as to shake hands. That had set her to wondering what the two men had agreed.




Gabe leaned his head closer to Lauren. "I have an idea," he murmured.




Lauren turned her head and gazed into his dark eyes. "You do?"




Gabe nodded. "You know where I'd like to go, right now?"




"Where?"




"The river view," he said quietly.




Immediately, images flooded her mind. A place she'd thought about countless times during the past year. The one refuge which was truly hers and Gabe's. A place where they'd been alone. Where words had been spoken and kisses exchanged. Lauren felt her heart quicken at the prospect of going there with Gabe. She didn't reply. Instead, she glanced over toward the corral, lost in thought. She wondered how it would look if she and Gabe suddenly left together. What would her father think?




Lauren turned and faced Gabe. She bit her lip, a habit she had whenever she was nervous or unsure. Just like she was at this moment. She saw Gabe's gaze drift down to her mouth. Recalling he had once told her he found that particular habit alluring, she immediately released her lower lip from her teeth. Momentarily, he seemed disappointed. Then he recovered himself. "Well?" he asked.




Lauren sighed softly. "I don't know."




Gabe lifted a brow and smiled. "Scared what others will think?" he teased.




She felt a flush of indignation. Frowning, she said: "No! Why would I care about that?"




Gabe shrugged. "For a moment there, I thought you were scared."




Even though she knew he was teasing her, she bristled. Straightening, she lifted her chin defiantly. "Where are the horses?" she demanded.




Her indignation was made even worse when she saw the grin on his face. Did he think he'd won some kind of victory? 




Lauren stood and looked down at Gabe. "Well? What are you waiting for?"




Gabe stood. For a moment, she felt the sheer extent of his stature. He looked handsome in his gray waistcoat, freshly pressed white shirt, dark pants and cleaned-up boots. He held out a hand. "Can I help you?"




She squinted up at him. "To do what?"




Gabe glanced down at the long bench upon which they'd been sitting. "I thought you might like some help stepping over this bench."




Now she knew he really was playing with her. She refused his hand and shook her head. "I can manage quite well without your help," she announced. She lifted her skirt with both hands and hoisted her booted foot over the bench. Thankfully she didn't stumble as she reached the other side.




"I'll bring horses," Gabe stated and then made his way to the stable. While she waited she debated whether to go to the corral and tell her father where she and Gabe were going. But, after a moments consideration, she told herself it was unnecessary. Her father had told her more times than she cared to remember that she was all grown up now and that she should do whatever she thought best. And, right now, spending some solitary time with Gabriel Baxter sure qualified as doing what she thought best.




Gabe emerged from the stable leading two saddled horses. When he arrived at her side, he grinned at her. "You do know how to ride, don't you?" he asked, giving her a mischievous grin.




"Of course!" she snapped, trying not to sound angry. 




Refusing Gabe's offer to help her up onto the horse, Lauren mounted it. Looking defiantly down at Gabe, she saw a wry smile crease his mouth. Then Gabe mounted and they rode away from the ranch. Lauren glanced back toward the corral and saw her father watching as she and Gabe headed out toward the rangeland. He did nothing to indicate his displeasure at the sight of his daughter and Gabe riding away together.




They made their way southward, along the trail. Then she followed Gabe down a long valley and up into a range of hills. He kept a steady pace, looking across at her from time to time. He seemed unconcerned about her ability to keep up with him. The truth was, she hadn't ridden a horse this fast for weeks. But she wasn't going to show even the slightest hint of weakness. Not after the way he'd spoken to her at the ranch. 




They crested a ridge and she saw the forest which was their final destination. Picking up another trail, which rose steeply, she followed Gabe into the trees. Riding through the sparse forest wasn't too difficult since Gabe had slowed the pace. In the dense tree cover the light was soft and the afternoon air much cooler than out in the valley. Lauren had to duck her head from time to time to avoid hitting her head on low branches. The scent of the trees filled her nostrils. She felt as if she'd entered another world. His world was the ranch, the rangeland, the valleys and the forest. All of it lay on the Baxter spread.




Gabe hadn't said much to her during the ride. She didn't know whether to be pleased or disappointed about that. Maybe, like her, he was anticipating what lay ahead.




Finally, they emerged from the edge of the forest. Gabe halted his mount and turned to Lauren. She drew her mount to a standstill alongside Gabe and gazed out across the wondrous scene before her.




They were on the edge of a high cliff roughly fifty feet above a fast-flowing river. Down below, the river tumbled across huge rocks. The roar of water was loud. White foam spilled in a long line across the rocks. The course of the river twisted out across a broad flat plain. The land beyond, south of Inspiration, was a beauty to behold. Forests, plains and valleys which stretched all the way to the distant mountains. Lauren felt as if she could see the whole of Montana, just from this vantage point. She knew that wasn't true. Montana was so big, she'd never be able to see it all in one lifetime. But, it was Gabe's home, and that made it special to Lauren.




Gabe dismounted quickly and came to Lauren. He lifted up his arms. She glanced down at him, seeing the delight in his bright eyes. Willingly, she allowed him to help her down onto the grassy flat near the edge of the cliff. For a moment, their eyes met as Gabe let his gentle grasp remain around her waist. She felt her heartbeat quicken. Gabe released her and took a step back. Lauren gazed along the edge of the cliffside. There was a flat, wide area leading to the edge a few steps away. Plenty of room for her and Gabe, she told herself.




Gabe went to his saddle bag and pulled out a wool blanket. Wrapping her arms around herself, Lauren watched as he set it out on the flat grass. Standing alongside it, Gabe looked across at her and lifted a brow. She smiled back at him. He'd thought of everything, she reflected.




Gabe dropped down onto the blanket and looked expectantly at Lauren. Slowly, she lowered herself down next to Gabe. For a few minutes, they simply gazed out across the landscape. Lauren had dreamed of this place so many times it had taken up a special place in her heart. And, judging by Gabe's expression, he also found it equally wonderful. She wondered what it would be like to live in a world like this. He already knew what it was like. For Gabe, this was part of his everyday life. The beauty; the grandeur; the majesty which God had bestowed upon this place. 




Finally, he turned to her and smiled. "It's beautiful, isn't it?" 




Lauren drew in a deep breath and sighed contentedly. "I've thought about this place every day for the last year."




"You have?" he asked, his brows lifting. "Me too."




"At least we have that in common," she said casually.




Gabe frowned and leaned closer. "I think we've got more than this in common, Lauren," he murmured.




Tension flared in her shoulders. She thrust her hands behind her, curling her fingers into the soft wool of the blanket. She knew what he was trying to do. It wasn't just small talk. She could see the emotion in his eyes. He was right, though. The last few days had shown her that she and Gabe hadn't put the past completely behind them.




As if noticing her reaction, Gabe turned and gazed out over the landscape. "I come here myself, from time to time," he revealed.




Surprised, she lifted a brow and peered at him. "Why?"




Gabe's eyes darkened again. "Why do you think?" He shifted closer. "Because it reminds me of you."




Lauren's heartbeat began to thunder. Her breath caught in her chest and she met Gabe's gaze with a steady one of her own. "It's easy for you," she said quickly, trying to shift the conversation. "You live here. It's on your land."




"And it always will be," he added. He dragged in a deep breath and seemed suddenly thoughtful. He swallowed, clearly emotional, and turned back to the view. "This is my home. I'll never live anywhere else."




Puzzled, she squinted at him. "Why would anyone ask you to leave the ranch behind?"




She saw his shoulders stiffen. He was silent for a long moment. Then he turned to her. Once again, he moved imperceptibly closer. Now, he was almost pressed against her. Remaining impassive, she tried not to show that she was aware of his gradual advance. She'd always felt safe with Gabe. And she always would, she told herself.




Suddenly, from behind them she heard the cry of a bird. With a flutter of wings, the bird crashed out from the branches behind her and glided out over the cliff edge. Startled, she lifted her hand to her chest as she watched the bird's progress. 




When she turned to look at Gabe again, she saw he'd completely ignored the bird. He only had eyes for her. His gaze was penetrating. She glanced at his full lips. Then Gabe eased forward and lifted his hand, cupping her chin gently. His head dipped forward and his lips claimed a tender kiss. 




Sensation flamed into life inside Lauren. She gasped quietly as Gabe's soft lips caressed her mouth. She leaned closer to him. His arms swept around her, embracing her carefully. Gently. She felt the strength of his body, the power shaped by years of ranch work. Her mind filled with warring thoughts. She'd lived this moment so many times in her mind. Being with Gabe meant so much to her. He made her happy. It was that simple. No matter how many times she tried to tell herself she didn't belong in his life, his world, she knew it wasn't true. Not when he could make her feel like this, she told herself. For a long moment, she allowed herself to savor the delight of sharing this place, this sanctuary of peace, with him.




Then Gabe lifted his head back and gazed tenderly into her eyes. The corners of his mouth creased with a smile. She saw how much the moment had meant to him.




Holding her close to him, he turned and looked into the distance. "We belong here," he murmured. He turned to face her. "Together. You know that, don't you."




Lauren didn't reply. She couldn't find the words. Forcing herself to smile weakly, she nodded her head. But, what he had said had triggered urgent emotion in her. Everything today had moved so fast. The perfection of the time back at the Baxter ranch; the simple pleasure of riding with him across the rangeland. And now being here with him in this perfect place. He was right. Even if, right now, she didn't dare agree with him.




Clearly sensing her reluctance to reply to his bold statement, she was relieved that Gabe didn't press the matter any further. Instead, he held her gently in his embrace. Then, for a long while, they shared the experience of enjoying the beauty of God's wondrous Montana land.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN







"Maybe we should head back to the ranch," Gabe suggested.  He saw Lauren's brows furrow slightly. He smiled inwardly. She was enjoying being here on the ridge by the river as much as he was, he reflected. The last hour had been exquisite. Sitting alongside Lauren, gazing out across the landscape, chatting together, had been a wonderful end to a perfect day. And the kiss? That had lifted Gabe's heart, filling it with joy and delight. The brightness in Lauren's eyes afterwards hinted that she felt the same as him.




Lauren nodded and stood. "You're right. My father will be wondering where we went." 




Gabe watched for a long moment as Lauren stood, hands on hips, gazing out at the Montana land. Gabe stood and sighed. "This has been perfect," he murmured.




She smiled warmly and nodded. "It has."




He wanted to add something to that statement. Thoughts had been tumbling in his mind since the kiss. He'd felt encouraged and had toyed with the idea of revealing his true intention. That he wanted to ask her to be his wife. But, something about the hesitation he saw in her features cautioned him that those words might be best spoken another time.




They both mounted their horses and started to make their way back through the forest. Soon they emerged out onto the rangeland and picked up the trail which would lead them back to the ranch. As he'd done earlier, Gabe glanced across at Lauren and savored the sight of her riding alongside him. The simple, everyday delights were always the best, he told himself.




Soon, Gabe decided to take a shortcut to the ranch house. Lauren followed his lead. They came to a stretch of low fencing which marked off one part of the ranch. Gabe was seized by an idea. A mischievous one.




Glancing across at Lauren, he smiled. "You can ride pretty well," he said. "For someone who isn't used to ranching life."




Lauren's mouth pouted and she frowned. "Are you serious?"




Gabe shrugged. "I'm impressed. But, I'm thinking you're only a trail rider."




"What's that?" 




"One of those town riders who can't handle terrain," Gabe explained. "You're fine, as long as you're on an easy trail." He glanced at the low wooden fence up ahead. "But, I bet you can't get your horse to jump over that fence," he said pointing a gloved hand.




Lauren squinted at the fence, clearly assessing it. She peered at Gabe. He could see she was probably thinking he was teasing her. And she was right, Gabe admitted to himself.




Without saying anything else, Gabe dug his heels into his mount, driving it forward quickly. Moments later his mount had cleared the low fence. He pulled up and turned to face Lauren. Her brows were furrowed and she looked thoughtful. Then he saw her shoulders rise and her chin lift defiantly. She dug her heels and cried out. Her horse leaped forward. Gabe smiled, enjoying this performance by his very own lady rancher. He had no doubt she could make the jump.




However, just as the horse approached the fence, Gabe saw the animal's eyes widen with distress. Gabe could do nothing except begin to cry out and lift a hand. But Lauren was oblivious to what Gabe could see. Then, the inevitable happened. A few feet away from the fence the horse stopped suddenly, its haunches rising, its hooves digging into the earth. Lauren yelled as she was thrust sharply forward. Her arms wrapped around the horse's neck, Lauren's body twisted in the air. For a sickening moment, Gabe was sure something awful was about to happen and that Lauren was about to land hard on the ground. He felt helpless, stuck as he was behind the fence. But, he knew he had to try. 




Thrusting his horse forward, he leaped across the fence. By the time his mount's hooves thudded onto the ground on the other side of the fence, Gabe saw Lauren had managed to stop herself from falling at her horse's legs. Instead, she had clung onto the horse's neck and dropped down onto the ground. At least she hadn't taken a hard tumble, Gabe reassured himself as he began to quickly dismount. 




Dismounting quickly, Gabe stood and gazed, astonished, at the sight of Lauren sitting on the ground. Her legs were splayed apart, with her dress arrayed in such a way as to, thankfully, ensure her modesty. Her brown-booted feet were wide apart and her palms were flat on the earth by her side.




In spite of himself, and knowing it would probably annoy her, Gabe laughed. The first thought which came to his mind was that Lauren looked like a rag-doll, sitting alongside a horse which was lowering its head in an almost puzzled manner. 




Hearing the sound of Gabe's laughter, Lauren scowled at him. She was about to snap, no doubt hurling harsh words at him, when the horse, playfully and gently, nudged Lauren on the back, thrusting her forward. She gasped, turning to the horse. "Hey!" she yelled out.




Gabe couldn't contain his laughter. He guffawed loudly and jammed his fists against his sides. Lauren gave him a withering look, but Gabe just kept on laughing. "I told you," he called out.




Brushing dust from her dress, Lauren glared at Gabe. "It was the horse you gave me. You knew he'd do that, didn't you," she snapped.




Gabe shook his head and started to advance toward the still seated Lauren. "How was I to know you can't make a horse jump a tiny fence."




Lauren glanced angrily at the fence. "That's not a tiny fence."




"It is where I come from," Gabe retorted. He reached down a hand. "Come on."




Lauren shook her head and started to get up. "I don't need your help," she said. Standing, she shook dirt from her dress. As she did so, she frowned.




"Sore?" Gabe asked, lifting a brow.




Lauren's cheeks flushed pink. "No!" she exclaimed. "Luckily, I held on."




Gabe nodded. Secretly, he was glad she hadn't come to any harm. It could have been a lot worse, he told himself. Falling from horses was a regular source of injuries in these parts. Behind Lauren, the horse shifted slightly. Gabe narrowed his eyes, examining one of the horse's legs. He went across and squatted down, holding it gently. The horse reacted and Gabe frowned. 




He glanced up at Lauren who was watching concernedly. "Seems like he's pulled something here," he said gesturing to the back of the horse's leg. He rose and took the reins, leading the horse forward a few steps. The horse didn't seem too badly hurt, but Gabe was sure it wouldn't be safe for Lauren to get back up in the saddle.




"You're coming with me," Gabe declared walking past Lauren.




"Excuse me?" she replied.




Gabe took the reins of his horse and looked firmly at Lauren. "You can ride with me." He glanced at Lauren's horse. "You can't get back up on him. It's not safe."




Lauren's lips tightened. Gabe knew she wanted to object. But, after a moment of consideration, she nodded and came to him. Using a rope from his saddlebag, Gabe tied her horse to his. Then he took up position next his horse, held out his hands, and looked at Lauren.




"What?" she asked furrowing her brows.




"Let me lift you up."




Lauren shook her head. Exasperation flooded through Gabe as he watched Lauren thrust her boot into the stirrup, grasp the saddle and hoist herself up onto the horse's back.




Gabe nodded. "Impressive," he observed.




Looking down at him, Lauren shifted away from the saddle. Gabe mounted, seating himself in front of Lauren. Twisting his head around, he smiled at her. "This is the good part," he teased. "For me, at least." He saw puzzlement on her features. "Wrap your arms around my waist," he instructed her.




Lauren rolled her eyes and did as he had instructed. Gabe drew in a deep breath as he felt Lauren's arms sweep around his middle. He wondered if she could feel the quickening of his heartbeat.




"Hold on tight," he said. Lauren obediently pressed herself against his back and strengthened her hold on him. He felt the heat of her body against him. Her scent drifted on the air, and he quietly inhaled its sweetness. Knowing she couldn't see his face, Gabe indulged himself in yet another moment of private satisfaction.




Gabe guided his mount and the other horse tethered to his back in the direction of the trail. He made sure he didn't move too fast. Glancing back, he saw the other horse moving gingerly on the trail. He'd see to it when they got back to the ranch house, Gabe told himself.




The ride back to the ranch house was as enjoyable as the time at the ridge. As far as Gabe was concerned, today couldn't have turned out any better than it had. He'd spent almost every moment with Lauren. And he'd seen few signs that she found his attention unwelcome. He felt he'd made progress. All that remained was for him to choose the right time to tell her how he felt about her, and the other reason for the urgency of his recent affections. But, most of all, he wanted to confess to Lauren that his feelings for her had reached a point where he had to admit the truth. He loved her. Just as he'd known he'd loved her a year ago. This time, however, he was determined to make sure she didn't get away. Not without him putting up the biggest fight of his life, Gabe told himself.




When they finally arrived at the ranch house they found Landon, Kyle and Zacharias seated on the long bench on the porch. Upon sighting Gabe and Lauren riding into the yard together, Zacharias stood and stepped off the porch. Landon and Kyle followed behind. Gabe hurriedly considered how he was going to explain the presence of Lauren seated behind him. He knew how it must look. Intimate, was the word which came to mind.




As Gabe drew his mount to a halt, he felt Lauren lean hard against him. She groaned quietly. She'd seen the way her father was looking at her and Gabe, he concluded. And she didn't like it one bit.




"What am I going to say?" Lauren asked Gabe quietly. He could hear the emotion in her voice. Was she worried how this would look? That it might suggest something she didn't really want? Worry flared in Gabe.




"Leave it to me," Gabe announced firmly. He dismounted and reached up to help Lauren down from the horse. She didn't even hesitate, but allowed Gabe to ease her down onto the yard. Looking at her closely, Gabe saw she was embarrassed. He didn't want that. There was no sense in her being ashamed of riding with him, Gabe told himself.




Turning to Zacharias, Gabe readied a reply. But, Zacharias merely smiled at Gabe and Lauren. "We were wondering when you two would come back," Zacharias said turning to Landon and Kyle. "Isn't that right."




Gabe's two brothers grinned at him and nodded in perfect unison. Gabe pointed to the other horse. "Lauren's horse hurt its leg." Gabe chose not to mention the episode at the fence. He had no intention of causing Lauren to feel any worse than she already did.




Landon went to have a closer look. Zacharias merely nodded, as if no explanation had been needed. Lauren moved abruptly away from Gabe. She wrapped her arms around herself and smiled nervously at her father. "I suppose we should be going, pa," she suggested.




Zacharias nodded slowly. "I guess we should," he agreed. He stretched out a hand to Gabe. "Thanks for a real good day, Gabe. Fine hospitality. I've enjoyed it." He glanced at Lauren. "And I think my daughter has too," he added, lifting a brow.




Gabe saw Lauren's cheeks flush red. "I'm glad," was all he could bring himself to say. He'd dug a big enough hole for her without making things worse, he reflected. It was time to bring the day to a close.




Zacharias fetched the buckboard. He and Lauren got up onto the seat. Unable to contain himself, Gabe smiled up at Lauren. Then a sudden thought forced itself into his mind. He looked at Zacharias. "Are all the Munro family going to church, tomorrow?" he asked.




Giving Lauren a brief look, Zacharias nodded. "Josh said they're all going. So I guess that means we'll be there." Zacharias looked over at Landon and Kyle. "See you boys then," he announced.




Then he flicked the reins and drove the buckboard away from the ranch.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN







"Lauren! Are you ready?" Grace called out from downstairs at the Munro ranch. "We're leaving now."




"I'll be down in a minute," Lauren replied from the top of the stairs. She went back into her room and stood in front of the mirror. Gazing at herself, she wondered if this navy blue gown and matching bonnet were appropriate for church. A moments scrutiny later, she nodded, satisfied that she wouldn't stand out, too much. 




The mid-morning sunshine shone in through her bedroom window. She could hear the voices of the entire Munro clan. Laughter and excited chatter drifted up from the yard. Everyone was going to church, this morning. Lauren thought about seeing Gabe and felt butterflies tumbling in her middle. Thinking about what had happened yesterday at the Baxter ranch, her heart warmed. She allowed herself the briefest smile. It had been wonderful to ride back to the Baxter place. Even better had been holding onto Gabe, feeling the warmth and strength of his torso and inhaling deeply his intoxicatingly manly scent, a mixture of leather and scented soap. She'd felt true delight while she'd embraced Gabe. And, for his part, he hadn't seemed the slightest bit reluctant to allow her to stay as close to him as she wanted. It had been the highlight of a perfect day.




The only sour note had been how she'd felt when she'd almost taken that tumble from the horse. Luckily, she'd been able to avoid crashing to the hard earth. However, she hadn't appreciated the way Gabe had laughed at her. Even though she knew he'd meant no harm by it, she'd felt the need to stand up for herself. It wouldn't do to let Gabe believe she didn't still have an independent spirit.




She paused one last time in front of the mirror and offered up a prayer. Lord, grant me the wisdom to appreciate being with Gabe today in church. And help me temper my pride, especially whenever Gabe wants to be friendly to me. I know You are bringing Gabe and I together, Lord. Lead me to make the correct decision. Fill my heart with the truth and help me do what is right. Amen.




Lauren grabbed her Bible and reticule and made her way downstairs. Outside, in the yard, she saw the three carriages lined up and waiting. Josh, Grace and Ryan were to travel in one. Lauren saw Victoria waiting for her in the other. Zacharias and Wyatt were to come in the remaining, smaller carriage. Victoria waved at Lauren. Racing across the yard to the carriage, Lauren took her seat next to Victoria. Then they were all on their way. It would take less than twenty minutes to travel the trail into Inspiration.




Lauren settled in, holding on tight to the side of the long, wooden seat. Victoria held the reins tight in her white-gloved hand. Victoria looked beautiful, dressed in a dark green gown and neat bonnet. They drove in silence for a while. Lauren took the opportunity to enjoy the pretty countryside. The morning air was fresh with the scents of spring. Lauren relaxed, realizing she was beginning to get used to the beauty of this place. There was a special quality to it. She was beginning to understand why people wanted to live in this frontier country. It held promise and hope for the future.




Then, finally, Victoria spoke: "I heard you had a wonderful day at my family's ranch, yesterday."




Lauren thought it was strange to hear Victoria refer to the Baxter place as her family's place. The Munro ranch was Victoria's home, and would be for years to come, Lauren reminded herself. "Your brothers were the perfect hosts," Lauren replied.




Victoria scoffed good-naturedly. "It's just as well they have Lily there to help." She laughed. "My brothers aren't exactly skilled in the kitchen."




Lauren grinned. "We had to shoo them away," she revealed. "They were getting in the way when we were preparing lunch."




Victoria's brows furrowed. "You were a guest. You weren't supposed to be helping in the kitchen."




Lauren shrugged. "I was happy to help out."




Victoria shook her head. "I can see my brothers still have some manners to learn."




"Gabe seemed to know what he was doing most of the time," Lauren commented. Immediately, she realized bringing up the subject of Victoria's eldest brother might take the conversation in an uncomfortable direction. It might prompt questions about just how friendly she and Gabe had become these past few days. "I mean, he follows Lily's orders to the letter," Lauren added abruptly.




Victoria nodded. "She sure knows how to boss my brothers around." Lauren saw Victoria glance at her. "Your pa told me you and Gabe took a ride around the ranch."




Lauren felt her cheeks flush warm. "Did he?"




"He said you and Gabe were gone a long time. And that when you got back to the ranch, you and Gabe were sharing a saddle," Victoria stated.




Lauren frowned. "My pa has been telling you plenty, it seems." She couldn't be angry with her father. It was natural for him to take an interest in her acquaintance with Gabe Baxter. But, she wished her pa wouldn't go around spilling the beans about every little detail. It was proving hard enough keeping her friendship with Gabe private without the entire Munro clan getting to know about it.




Victoria laughed quietly. "I have to admit, I did insist he tell me all about that lunchtime visit. He didn't really want to talk about it."




Lauren looked thoughtfully at Victoria. "When it comes to getting at the truth, there's no stopping you, it seems."




Victoria smiled, clearly pleased at what she thought was a compliment from Lauren. It was impossible to be upset with Victoria. She was obviously thinking about the happiness of her brothers. And when they would each get married. That thought made butterflies tumble in Lauren's middle. The thought that Gabriel Baxter could be her husband was appealing and worrying all at the same time. She'd seen what life could be like on the Baxter ranch. It was a place made for family; for happiness; for wedded bliss. Right now, though, the idea of her living there as Gabe's wife seemed impossible.




Trying to change the subject, Lauren chose something as far from Montana as she could. "When are your parents coming back to Inspiration?" she asked Victoria.




To her surprise, Victoria's features darkened. "I'm not sure they'll be back anytime soon. They went back East to help my aunt. Seems like things are more complicated than they thought when they decided to go to Philadelphia."




Concern flared inside Lauren. "You think they might stay there for good?"




Victoria shook her head. "We won't know that for a while."




Lauren thought about what that would mean for the Baxter ranch. "Are you telling me they might sell up the ranch?"




Victoria's eyes widened with surprise, almost as if Lauren had accidentally stumbled on a secret. "No. I don't think they'd ever do that. Even if my father says he's getting too old to work the ranch the way he used to." Lauren thought the smile Victoria gave her looked forced. She could see concern in Victoria's bright eyes. "In any case, my brothers wouldn't let that happen. They'd probably do anything to stop from losing the ranch."




"Anything?" Lauren asked sharply.




Victoria's shoulders stiffened. She flicked the reins, making the horses pick up their pace. "My brothers are all determined men. One way or another, I'm sure they'd find a way."




That last comment seemed puzzling to Lauren. She wondered what Victoria could be talking about. Lauren had seen just how much the ranch meant to the Baxter siblings. It was their life. Faced with the choice of leaving it or staying put, Lauren knew there would only be one choice Gabe, Landon and even Kyle would make. They'd make whatever sacrifice was necessary to stay.




For the remainder of the journey into town, she and Victoria chatted about everything but the Baxter brothers and their ranch. They arrived in Inspiration and Victoria drove the carriage up the narrow road off Main Street leading to the church. There were already townsfolk congregated outside the church. All three Munro carriages drew to a halt. 




As she stepped down from the carriage Lauren saw the three Baxter brothers standing over by a tree. Lauren saw the tall figure of Sheriff Nathan Cameron talking with Gabe. Gabe's brows were furrowed as he listened to what Sheriff Cameron was telling him. When Gabe looked across at Lauren his features broke out into a wide grin. Lauren felt her spirits instantly lighten. The urge to go to him was suddenly tempting, but she restrained herself and allowed Victoria to lead her to Grace, Josh and Ryan. 




Over by the steps to the church, Lauren saw the entire Buchanan family all grouped together as one. She'd met them at the wedding of Victoria and Wyatt. There were the four brothers, their wives and various little ones running around their feet. In the middle of the crowd she saw the Buchanan parents, Caleb and Eugenie. It seemed like everyone knew each other. Inspiration was a close-knit community. Lauren had witnessed that first hand plenty of times during her visit last year. It was heart-warming to see the simple joy people got from being friendly and welcoming. Church day was special, of course. Gazing around at the dozens of regular churchgoers, Lauren could see the plain delight the folks felt at attending church on this fine, sunny day.




"Good morning," Lauren heard a deep and very familiar voice say from behind her. She turned and saw Gabe standing there. He looked elegant in his dark gray suit, freshly polished boots and Stetson. No, she told herself. He looked more than just elegant. He looked amazing. Her heart quickened and she felt her face warm in the most delightful manner. She saw his eyes narrow slightly, examining her features. She was becoming accustomed to that look. He'd noticed the effect his fine appearance had had on her. She was sure of it.




"And a fine morning it is, too," she replied brightly. She looked over his shoulder. "I see you persuaded Kyle to come."




Gabe nodded and shrugged. "It wasn't too difficult. He's changed a lot since he started going to the Munro ranch."




"I saw that yesterday," she agreed. "The way he was dealing with that horse in the corral at your ranch. He looked like a real rancher."




Gabe tilted his head. "He has a long way to go. But I think he's on the right track." Gabe sighed. "At last."




Lauren clutched her Bible and ran her gaze around the yard. "Looks like the whole town turned out for church," she observed.




"It's a godly town," Gabe replied. "The folks with faith never miss a Sunday."




"What about those who don't have faith?" she asked.




Gabe smiled and shook his head. "It's never too late for anyone to find the faith. Not even if they're the worst person imaginable."




"Not even if they're a Calhoun?" she asked.




Gabe lifted a brow. "Maybe the Lord will have to work a little harder to make that happen," Gabe said with a glint of good humor in his eye.




Suddenly, Lauren saw Gabe's brows furrow. She followed his gaze and saw the man who had helped Judah Calhoun move his bags into the town hotel earlier in the week. The man, squat and dark-haired, was dressed in a ill-fitting dark suit. He was moving amongst the crowd and looked as if he was searching for someone. Lauren wondered why Gabe seemed annoyed. But, before she had a chance to ask him, she heard the voice of the pastor call out to the gathered worshippers, informing them it was time to enter the church.




Gabe dragged his attention away from the man he'd been watching. When he smiled, it seemed forced. He cupped Lauren's elbow in his hand. "Would you do me the honor of allowing me to accompany you into church?" he asked.




She smiled up at him, pleased at his sudden courteous manner. "I certainly would," she replied, feeling her heart lift with instant delight.




Then she walked alongside Gabe, making her way up the stairs. She knew folks were watching her and Gabe. But, right now, she didn't care what people might be thinking. Walking into church with Gabe was just about the finest thing she could imagine.




Inside, the whole Munro family took seats on the left, while the Buchanan clan occupied the pews on the other side. Lauren found herself sitting right next to Gabe. And that was fine, as far as she was concerned. Next to Gabe sat Landon and then Kyle. In front sat Victoria and Wyatt, with Josh, Grace, Zacharias and Ryan alongside them.




Lauren shifted closer to Gabe, savoring the feeling of being so close to him. Then, she saw him glance at the row behind Landon and Kyle. Instantly, Lauren sensed Gabe become tense. She saw the man Gabe had glared at. He was seated immediately behind Kyle and was leaning forward trying to catch Kyle's attention. Kyle wasn't turning around to face the man. That fact didn't do anything to lessen Gabe's obvious annoyance at the man's presence.




Any moment now, Lauren felt Gabe was about to say something to the man. However, Pastor Joseph stood in front of the congregation now filling the church and asked everyone to stand for the first hymn.




As she stood and joined in with the singing voices Lauren couldn't help wondering what would happen once the service was concluded. And whether Gabe was about to do something he might regret.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN







The service concluded, Gabe stood, intending to turn and seek an explanation from Murray. As he rose, he felt Lauren tugging gently on his arm. Any hint of ill-feeling immediately vanished to be replaced by delight as he looked into her beautiful eyes. She was smiling up at him, a fact which awakened instant joy in his heart.




"What?" he asked Lauren softly.




"Will you see me out?" she asked.




He squinted at her. "Try and stop me," he replied and grinned. Churchgoers glanced in his and Lauren's direction but, right now, he didn't care what people thought. This was really the first time he and Lauren had stepped out in any kind of public gathering since she'd returned. He was glad folks understood he and Lauren were renewing their friendship. 




Hearing the voices of his two brothers, Gabe started to turn to see what was going on behind him. But, yet again, Lauren tugged hard on his arm, forcing his attention on her. She scooped her arm inside his and smiled up at him. Seeing the brightness in her gaze, his heart filled with emotion all over again. There were times when it only took a look from Lauren to make him feel instantly glad to be alive.




"Well, let's go then," Lauren insisted good-naturedly. "And when are you going to take me to that cafe I've been hearing so much about?"




"Any time you like," he replied.




"What about today, then," she said. Pulling on his arm, Lauren guided Gabe out into the aisle between pews. The crowd of worshippers was dense at the door. It took a few long moments to make it out onto the open space at the top of the stairs. Pastor Joseph was there, shaking hands with townsfolk as they left the church. 




Tall and lean, the pastor smiled broadly at Lauren and Gabe. "Thank you for coming," he stated. He glanced from Gabe to Lauren. "And, may I say what joy it is to see you two are such good friends."




Gabe's throat tightened. For a moment he was at a loss for words. He glanced at Lauren who was smiling at the pastor. "I enjoyed your sermon," she declared. "Your words struck a chord with me."




Lauren hadn't been the only one. Gabe recalled listening to the pastor's words with particular care and appreciation. They'd been about the importance of family. During the sermon he'd glanced across at Kyle, wondering how his brother had been reacting to the words. To his surprise, Gabe had seen Kyle listening intently, his head nodding slowly. There had even been a faint smile at the corner of Kyle's mouth, as if he agreed with the sentiments he was hearing. It was a pleasing change from the last time Gabe had attended church with Kyle. On that occasion Kyle hadn't seemed interested at all.




Bidding farewell to the pastor, Gabe escorted Lauren down the steps. As he did so, with Lauren's arm still holding onto his, Gabe was aware that both the Munro and the Buchanan family members were watching with more than casual interest. At the foot of the stairs, Lauren finally let go Gabe's arm. 




The yard in front of the church was packed with churchgoers. It was customary for folks to spend time catching up on the latest goings-on. Today was no exception. For the next ten minutes, Gabe mingled, first with the Buchanans and then with other townsfolk. He kept his eye on Lauren throughout, and was pleased to see her displaying a casual, effortless charm with everyone to whom she spoke. He told himself he would have liked the mingling even more if could have done it with Lauren on his arm. But he knew that would have just set tongues wagging.




Finally, it was time to leave. The Buchanan family mounted their fine carriages and headed off. Gabe realized he'd lost sight of his brothers. He was in the process of trying to find them in the crowd when he heard the rolling of wheels. This time the carriage concerned wasn't leaving. It was arriving in the yard in front of the church. Looking closely at the driver, Gabe was shocked to see Judah Calhoun drawing his carriage to a halt. Onlookers glanced with obvious disbelief at the latecomer. Gabe felt a hard knot tighten in his middle.




The carriage halted and Calhoun stood, readying himself to descend. He raised himself up to his full height and tugged on the lapels of his dark brown suit jacket. He wore a Derby hat of matching color. When he stepped down from the carriage Gabe saw Calhoun's shiny shoes glisten in the sunlight. It was clear from the reaction of some of the churchgoers that some of them knew exactly who had just arrived. Seemed like it hadn't taken long for Judah Calhoun's reputation to spread. Even though it had been Brett Calhoun who'd been responsible for all the trouble in town, the sins of a family could tarnish those unfortunate enough to be related.




Holding himself imperiously erect, Judah scanned the faces of the churchgoers. Then, apparently sighting who he was looking for, he lifted a hand and, curling his fingers, beckoned someone to him. Curiosity flared in Gabe as he waited to see who it was Judah was summoning.




He heard a voice behind him. Lauren. "What's he doing here? Doesn't he know the church service is finished?"




Glancing at Lauren, Gabe smiled sarcastically. "I hardly think the likes of him is worried about arriving late for church." Tilting her head in agreement, Lauren looked past Gabe and lifted both brows in obvious surprise. "What is Kyle doing talking with Judah Calhoun?"




Gabe gasped and whirled around. It was true. He could hardly believe what he was seeing. His brother Kyle was standing right in front of Judah. Then Gabe saw the probable reason why Kyle would have even approached Calhoun. Next to Kyle stood the squat figure of Murray. Gabe's fists clenched instinctively. 




He felt a hand on his arm. "What are you going to do, Gabe?" Lauren asked quietly.




Gabe dragged in a deep breath. He thought for a moment, weighing up his options. He knew he'd have to control the bubbling emotion he was feeling. Outrage would have to be tempered with self-control. He felt Lauren's fingers curl gently around his arm. She didn't have to say anything else. He knew what she wanted him to do. Resolve the situation without resorting to anything resembling a physical confrontation. Words would have to do. Gabe had never been a man of violence. He never would be, either. That wasn't the Baxter way.




"Stay here, Lauren," Gabe murmured. 




"Maybe I can help," she retorted.




Gabe turned to her and shook his head. "I won't be long. Just let me deal with this."




Her gaze softened, but he could see concern in her eyes. She nodded and then he turned and started toward Calhoun.




Gabe strode across the yard, easing his way past some of the churchgoers. He reached Calhoun, Murray and Kyle. His brother turned and saw Gabe. Kyle's mouth opened and his face turned suddenly pale. Kyle looked about to say something but halted when Gabe lifted a hand and drew his brother a stern look. Next to Kyle, Murray looked anxiously at Gabe.




"Mr Baxter," Calhoun said. "How nice to see you." He turned to Kyle. "I was just saying to your brother that I appear to have arrived too late to enjoy the church service."




Gabe frowned at Calhoun. "You were going to attend church today?" he asked incredulously.




Calhoun nodded. "I felt it was my duty to attend. Now that I've moved into town, I want to get to know everyone as quickly as possible," he explained. "That way I can find out how I can make a positive contribution to life in the town."




"Really," Gabe snarled. "Why don't I believe you, Mr Calhoun? Could it be something to do with the conduct of your predecessor?"




Judah fixed Gabe with a steady look. "I take it you're referring to my uncle, Brett."




"I am indeed," Gabe confirmed. Kyle flashed a sharp glance at Kyle. "You're wanted over there, Kyle."




Kyle frowned. "What do you mean?"




Gabe's jaw tightened. He glared at Kyle. In this circumstance, being harsh was the only way Gabe could think to be kind to Kyle. He had to get him away from Calhoun and Murray. He didn't know what was really going on between them, but he didn't like his younger brother being anywhere near these two men. "Go speak to Josh," Gabe ordered Kyle.




"Why?" Kyle objected again.




Gabe sighed heavily and saw that Calhoun seemed to be enjoying this little Baxter family disagreement. "Because I want you to," Gabe stated evenly. It was proving hard to control his temper. However, he knew how much pleasure Calhoun would take from seeing Gabe losing his cool.




Kyle glanced at Murray. Gabe frowned at the little man and wondered what was going on between him and Kyle. Now wasn't the time to ask, but he would make sure he'd get an answer soon enough.




Kyle moved away reluctantly from Murray. Calhoun grinned. "I expect we'll be seeing you later, Mr Baxter," he said.




On hearing those words, Gabe felt his shoulders tighten and his breath hitch with indignation. He couldn't wait for Kyle to get on his way. Kyle drew Gabe a strange look as he passed. Gabe thought that Kyle had looked at him, eyes widening with indignation, as if Gabe had ruined something important. Gabe couldn't figure out why Kyle would feel comfortable around the likes of Murray and Calhoun.




Finally, Kyle started to walk toward where Josh, Grace and the others were standing by their carriages. Gabe turned to Calhoun. "I'd be obliged if you'd keep away from my brother," he ordered.




Calhoun shrugged. "Tell that to Kyle," he said. "He's the one who's been hanging around with us. He likes making regular social calls to the hotel. Can't seem to stay away." Calhoun looked down at Murray. "Isn't that right."




Murray nodded. "Seems he likes our company a whole lot more than yours."




Refusing to take the bait, Gabe tightened his lips, saying nothing. Gabe lifted a hand and pointed at Calhoun. "You're not welcome anywhere near my family, Calhoun," he stated firmly. Giving a dismissive look to Murray he added: "The same goes for you."




Both men looked unaffected by Gabe's words. But he knew they were necessary. Turning away, Gabe saw Kyle talking with Josh and Wyatt. His brother was glancing repeatedly over to Gabe. Was he worried about something? Gabe couldn't figure out what was going on, but he was determined to get to the bottom of it. He'd need to give Kyle a good talking to. 




Nearing the Munro family members, Gabe saw Lauren making her way toward him. Gabe paused, wondering what he could tell her. For now, it would be best she didn't know. Gabe felt a hard knot settle in his gut. He'd done enough of keeping secrets from Lauren, already. The time had come for him to lay his cards on the table. After everything which had happened since her return, he now believed she'd understand why he'd waited until he was sure. Until he was certain she wanted him. Watching her make her way toward him, he felt an ache in his heart. The tender pain of love and affection. Now wasn't the time to talk of marriage. Not here. Not this morning.




Lauren halted alongside Gabe and lifted her brow questioningly, but she didn't say anything. Eager not to open up a difficult conversation he was sure neither of them wanted, Gabe forced himself to smile regretfully. "I'm going to have to pass on that visit to the cafe," he said.




Lauren's features sagged with disappointment. She glanced once in the direction of Calhoun. She nodded. "I understand. Maybe during the week."




Gabe nodded. "That's a promise."




Lauren lifted her brows. "If you say so."




Gabe touched the front brim of his Stetson. "I'll be seeing you."




She smiled at him and then he walked away telling himself that even on a perfect day like today it was always possible for enemies to stand in the way of happiness.





CHAPTER NINETEEN







"I'm sorry to hear about the robbery at your sister's ranch," Victoria said to Grace in the Munro kitchen on Tuesday morning. 




Standing by the table, drying dishes, Lauren gasped quietly and glanced concernedly at Grace. "What happened?" Lauren exclaimed, turning abruptly to Grace and Victoria.




Grace leaned back against the counter and folded her arms. Shaking her head she said: "I know. It's terrible. Noah and Abigail were away from the ranch on Saturday evening when someone stole a horse from the stable."




"That's awful," Victoria moaned. "No-one was harmed, were they?" 




Grace shook her head. "Little Louise was in bed. The housekeeper was in the ranch house with her." Grace frowned. "None of the ranch hands knew it had happened until the morning."




Louise was Noah and Abigail's young daughter. Grace was Abigail's sister. Lauren had heard all about how Noah had come to Montana from back East. He'd come with plenty of money to set himself up as a rancher, despite knowing nothing about how to look after a spread. Abigail and Noah had fallen in love and had overcome an attempt to ruin Noah. After that, they'd married and had Louise who was a perfectly pretty little girl. The idea that anything bad could have happened to such a lovely family horrified Lauren.




"Abigail must be upset," Victoria suggested. "She and Noah are hardly ever away from Louise."




Grace nodded. "It was their first night out in town together since last year. Visiting friends." Grace smiled at Victoria. "You know how devoted they are to their daughter."




Lauren saw Victoria lay a hand across her middle, as if reassuring herself of her own devotion to the upcoming birth. "I imagine Noah won't be too pleased, either. Josh told me he's become quite the expert rancher. Works real hard, too. Taking time off doesn't come too easily to Noah." Victoria frowned. "He'll probably blame himself for letting it happen."




"It could have been worse, I suppose, "Lauren suggested. "At least it was only a horse."




Both Grace and Victoria looked, wide-eyed at Lauren. She suddenly felt like she'd said the wrong thing. "Best not let a rancher hear you say that, Lauren," Grace advised. 




"Why?"




Grace and Victoria exchanged a knowing look. "Most ranchers around these parts take their horse flesh real serious. I suppose it's understandable." She shrugged. "After all, it is their livelihood. That and cattle."




"I'll keep that in mind next time I speak to Gabe," Lauren announced.




Grace tilted her head. "How is Gabe, anyway?" she asked. "I heard you had a nice time over at the Baxter spread." Grace smiled. "And I saw the way he was looking at you when we were all at church on Sunday."




"May I remind you that you were holding onto his arm like you didn't want to let go," Victoria added, lifting her brow mischievously.




Lauren's face flushed hot and she was sure it had turned a deep shade of red. She waved a dismissive hand at Grace and Victoria. "We were just being polite," Lauren protested. "Nothing more than that." 




Even as she said the words, she knew neither Grace nor Victoria would believe her. And, just as she'd predicted, both women scoffed disbelievingly.




It had been two long days since she'd spoken to Gabe. He hadn't come to the Munro spread on Monday morning, nor this morning. It seemed Gabe was too busy to pay a call. And too occupied with his own family to accompany Kyle who had come on his own both mornings. Maybe Gabe trusted Kyle more than he was letting on, Lauren told herself. However, after seeing the way Gabe had faced Judah Calhoun down on Sunday, Lauren was sure words had passed between Gabe and his younger brother. 




For the rest of the time in the kitchen the talk was of what was to be done for the rest of the day. Finishing up her tasks in the kitchen, Lauren excused herself and went upstairs to her room. Sitting by the window of her bedroom, she could look out on the yard. She picked up the knitting she'd left on the table and started working on the shawl for Victoria's baby. 




Glancing out the window from time to time, she reflected on how beautiful the day was. The sun was bright in an azure blue sky. She could see out across the rangeland, all the way to the distant forest to the south of the Munro spread. There was an idyllic feeling to this place. The idea of robbery, or any kind of violence, being a part of a place like this seemed unthinkable. But then, this was the West, she told herself. And, if her father changed his mind and decided, after all, to head for California, then Lauren knew she would look back on this place with more than a degree of fondness and longing. 




Her heart sank as she thought about the prospect of leaving. An image of Gabe's handsome features drifted into her mind. She couldn't imagine walking away from him. She and Gabe had become so incredibly close. It was just like a year ago. All the good feelings had been reawakened. As well as all the old uncertainties. On Sunday, at the church, she'd felt a part of Gabe's life. That he had drawn her into his world. But then the encounter with Calhoun had cast a shadow over all that. And, these past two days had felt empty without the presence of the rancher who had found his way back into her heart.




She pondered over what had happened on Sunday to spoil that joy. Kyle was acting strange. That was for sure. Even though Josh sang Kyle's praises every night, after work, there was something going on with Kyle. Something that needed explaining. Lauren wondered if Kyle would speak with her. Give her some kind of clue which would explain the way he'd been acting lately.




Putting down her knitting, Lauren stood and made up her mind to go and find out for herself. She changed into a dress suitable for riding and made her way downstairs. Pausing in the parlor, she found her father sitting on a chair. 




He looked up from the book he was reading. "Going out?" he asked.




"You look comfortable," she observed. Reading was becoming a habit for him.




Zacharias shrugged and held up the book. "It's a book about ranching."




Lauren lifted a brow. "You learning for a reason?" 




He smiled. "Just curious. That's all."




"I'm going out for a ride," she told him. "I'll see you for lunch."




She left the ranch house and went to the stable. Saddling up a horse which Josh had set aside for her in case she needed it, she rode away from the ranch house and out across the rangeland. Based on what she'd heard at the dinner table on previous nights, she took a guess where she would find Josh, Wyatt and Kyle working. Riding fast, she allowed herself to enjoy the sensation of the horse racing across the grassy land. The wind swept her hair back and she felt an exhilaration take hold of her. She savored the sensation of freedom coursing through her body. Lauren realized she felt wonderfully alive. This place, this land, could make her feel a joy she'd almost lost since her mother had passed.




Making her way south along a shallow valley she came to a broad plain which stretched into the distance. Pausing for a moment, she gazed at the wondrous sight. She saw the herd, a huge mass of cattle gathered together, barely moving. She guessed there must be hundreds of head of cattle in the herd. From where she sat, it looked like a slumbering monster, awaiting the slightest excuse to awaken its fury. Around the herd rode horse-backed ranch hands. Once in while she heard the men calling out to each other. The lowing sound of cattle hung heavy in the air. 




This was the daily work of the men of the ranch, she told herself. This was what it meant to work the spread, to bring forth the perfection which God had granted the Munro family, and ranch families like them. It was a wonderful sight, typical of this land. A land with which she was fast falling in love.




Digging her heels into the side of her horse, she raced toward the herd. Slowing her approach nearer the herd, she saw Josh and Wyatt over to one side. Alongside them she saw a rider with his back to her. A vague feeling shifted in her middle. Then, apparently hearing her approach, the rider turned. 




Gabe looked straight at her.




She gasped. What was he doing here? She hadn't seen him arriving this morning. Kyle had been alone. She gazed around at the ranch hands. Where was Kyle? There was no sign of him. She frowned, thinking maybe Kyle was working another part of the spread.




Lauren saw Gabe riding toward her. He drew close and halted. "What are you doing here?" she asked.




"I was about to ask you the same question," he replied.




"I didn't see you arrive with Kyle, this morning."




Gabe nodded and leaned on the pommel of his saddle. "That's because I didn't come. I let Kyle come on his own." Gabe tipped back the brim of his Stetson. Lauren felt a surge of uncontrollable delight sweep through her as she regarded Gabe's handsome features. His gaze was steady, those chocolate-brown eyes searching her. Appreciating her. At least that was she hoped he was doing. He seemed pleased to see her, but she could detect a hint of concern in his grim expression. "What brought you down here?" Gabe asked.




Shifting on the saddle, Lauren ran her gaze around the herd. "I was hoping to speak with Kyle."




"Kyle?" Gabe asked surprised. "What do you want to talk to him about?"




Lauren narrowed her eyes and wondered if she should reveal the purpose of her ride down to the herd. Could she tell him how concerned she was about Kyle? Or that she wanted to know what was causing him and Gabe to be at each other's throats so much? Thinking back to the church, she recalled the way Kyle had seemed moved and impressed by the pastor's sermon on family. "I wanted to ask him about Sunday," Lauren said.




"What about it?" Gabe said, sounding instantly on the defensive. He leaned forward. "It doesn't have anything to do with Judah Calhoun and that no-good who seems to have attached himself to Calhoun, does it?"




Lauren frowned. "No. I saw the way Kyle reacted to the sermon. I figured I could ask him if he's having a change of heart." She lifted a brow. "You know, about staying here for good. Not running off on some wild goose chase."




Gabe seemed suddenly interested. "What makes you think Kyle has had a change of heart?"




"I was talking to Josh," Lauren replied. "He told me Kyle's been doing real well." She gestured toward the ranch hands. "That working with these ranch hands has opened his eyes up to ranching. That he's beginning to see it in a new light."




Gabe thought for a few moments. He nodded and ran a hand thoughtfully across the back of his neck. "That's what I was figuring, too." Gabe shook his head. "Maybe I misjudged Kyle. Perhaps I didn't give him the respect he deserved on our own ranch." Gabe peered at Lauren. "Do you think that's why he's grown up so rebellious? Because I didn't treat him right?" Gabe seemed troubled by the suggestion that he'd been less than the perfect older brother. 




Lauren saw the concern in Gabe's eyes. She reached out and laid a hand on Gabe's arm. The touch sent sensation coursing through her body. Gabe's brows shot up in a line. For a moment, she thought she'd misjudged the moment. Gabe asking for her advice had prompted her to do something she might not  otherwise have done. "I don't think it's your fault, at all, Gabe," Lauren reassured him. "You've been the best brother he could possibly have wanted. I'm sure of it."




Gabe's eyes lit up. He smiled. "Thanks for that. It means a lot." Realizing he still hadn't told her what had brought him to the Munro spread, Lauren asked: "Why did you come?"




Gabe stiffened and drew his arm back. Her hand slid loose. She leaned back in her saddle. "One of the Munro ranch hands came to our spread this morning. He told me Kyle had left the Munro ranch. And someone had seen him riding off with another rider."




Lauren frowned. "How long has he been gone?"




"An hour. I don't think he's planning on coming back today," Gabe said heavily.




"Are you going to try and find him?" she asked.




Gabe nodded and tugged on his reins. "Right now, in fact. I have an idea where he might be."




Lauren considered asking Gabe if she could go with him. However, she saw a sudden grim determination in Gabe's eyes and told herself he might not look too kindly on that suggestion. Just like too many times before, when Gabe Baxter wanted to do something on his own, he put up a wall between him and everyone around him. She could see that wall, right now. In his eyes. In every taut muscle of his powerful body. She knew when to back off. This was one of those times.




"I'll speak to you later, Lauren," Gabe stated turning his horse away from her.




And then he was riding away and she was left asking whether the only reason he'd put up that wall was his brother. Or had it also been intended to keep her at bay?





CHAPTER TWENTY







Gabe spent much of the afternoon riding around the territory surrounding town and even searched town itself. Eventually, he decided it was time to head back to the Baxter ranch. Arriving there, he found the house quiet, except for Lily who was preparing dinner. Gabe went to his room. Getting changed, he noticed, with puzzlement, that the belongings in his drawer were arranged different from usual. His brothers were often in the habit of raiding his room for stuff, so he put the disarray down to that. 




Gabe headed out onto the spread in search of Landon. He wanted to share the news abut Kyle, and talk with Landon to see if his brother had any ideas about what might be going on with their younger sibling. Gabe found the herd on the south side of the spread. He saw Landon riding amongst the ranch hands. As usual, everyone was working hard.  Riding closer, Gabe's eyes narrowed when he saw a familiar figure riding close by Landon's side.




Kyle.




Gabe sighed heavily. He picked up the pace of his mount, riding over to the herd. Halting alongside Landon and Kyle, Gabe schooled his features and his emotions, eager not to speak too harshly with Kyle. As Gabe drew up, tugging on his reins, he saw Kyle's eyes narrow. There was a hesitant look in his brother's eyes. 




Landon smiled at Gabe. "Look who we got here this afternoon," he said brightly and gestured to Kyle. "Our little brother has been working hard on our very own ranch." Landon laughed quietly. "I don't know how they've done it, but Josh and Wyatt have sure put a hunger in Kyle for the ranching life."




Gabe stared disbelievingly at Kyle. This had been the last place he'd have thought to come in search of Kyle. He saw an expression of modest delight spread across Kyle's features. "Is that right," Gabe replied in a flat voice. It wasn't a question, more like a skeptical statement.




Landon nodded, seemingly still unaware of the fact that Kyle had deserted the Munro ranch, and in the company of a good-for-nothing, probably Murray. There had been no sign of Murray during Gabe's earlier search of town. Gabe still couldn't decide if that was a good or bad thing.




Gabe glanced in the direction of the herd and the ranch hands. Before he could say what he had to say to Kyle he wanted to make sure they wouldn't be overheard. Lifting a hand he gestured for his brothers to ride a short distance away from the herd. Landon frowned. Kyle gave Gabe a dark look. That look told Gabe that maybe Kyle knew what was coming. Or perhaps he had words of his own in mind. Some kind of defense of his actions. As far as Gabe was concerned, Kyle had explaining to do.




Horses facing each other, Gabe peered at Kyle and spoke quietly, but firmly. "Why'd you leave the Munro ranch like you did, this afternoon?"




Kyle's mouth opened and he glanced at Landon, who looked instantly puzzled. Kyle hesitated before answering. 




"You didn't tell me that," Landon said to Kyle, staring at him. Landon peered at Gabe, seeking an explanation.




"I was called over to the ranch while you were out here," he explained to Landon. "When I got there, Josh told me Kyle left without asking. And with someone whose description sounds very familiar to me." Gabe gazed steadily at Kyle. "Murray?" he asked abruptly.




Kyle stiffened in the saddle. He clutched the pommel and straightened his shoulders. Jaw firming into a hard line, Kyle stared defiantly at Gabe.




"I thought so," Gabe declared. He sighed. "Well?" Gabe continued. "I'm waiting for an answer. Why did you head off with Murray? Especially after I told you not to hang around with him."




Landon frowned. "Is that true, Kyle?" he asked.




Gabe had always known that Kyle and Landon had a brotherly bond which Gabe had never been able to form between himself and Kyle. Maybe it was the fact that Gabe was the older brother that meant he and Kyle would always have a barrier standing in their way.




Kyle sighed heavily and nodded. "It's true. Murray came to the ranch late this morning." Kyle tilted his head and peered at Gabe. "Me and him went into town for a while."




Gabe dragged in a sharp breath. "Why?" he demanded. 




An even sterner expression swept across Kyle's features. He shrugged. "Seemed like something good to do."




Gabe leaned on his saddle and craned his head toward Kyle. "Haven't you learned anything about responsibility while you've been at the Munro ranch?"




Kyle's features hardened. "Of course I have," he replied. Glancing at Landon he added: "If you don't believe me, ask Landon. He'll tell you." Kyle looked imploringly at Landon. "Tell Gabe," he instructed Landon. "Haven't I changed? I know I wasn't always the best I could be before. Ranching just didn't seem like something for me. But, things are different now." 




Landon looked steadily at Gabe and nodded. "He's a different man, Gabe. You've seen it yourself, haven't you? He's taken an interest." Landon glanced at Kyle. "I don't know what Josh and Wyatt did over at their spread, but it sure fired Kyle up about ranching."




Kyle peered intently at Gabe, an eagerness in his eyes. Gabe's brows furrowed thoughtfully. He recalled the complimentary words he'd heard about Kyle over at the Munro place. And he'd seen the way Kyle had warmed to the task in the corral when Lauren and her father had visited. "I suppose I have seen some encouraging signs."




"Is that all you think it is?" Kyle snapped. "Encouraging?" He tugged the reins of his horse, edging closer to Gabe. "What do I have to do to convince you that I've realized the mistakes I made in the past?" Kyle sighed loudly. "That I've turned over a new leaf."




Gabe was taken aback by the conviction in Kyle's voice. Kyle sounded like he meant every word.




"The other day in church," Kyle continued. "I heard the pastor's words and they made me think. Really think. Made me consider what I've been doing these past couple of years. How I got myself caught up in fancy ideas. Listening to the wrong people." Kyle peered at Gabe. "The pastor was right. The Lord wants us to stay together. As family. And that's always been His wish. Even if I didn't see it before, I realize it now." Kyle breathed out noisily. "I don't know what I have to do to convince you and Landon," Kyle concluded, clearly exasperated. 




Gabe glanced wide-eyed at Landon. For his part, Landon looked as surprised as Gabe at hearing Kyle talk like this. Gabe saw Kyle tugging at the red bandanna wrapped around his neck. Gabe recognized it as one of his own bandannas. Partly to relive the tension, and partly to try calm Kyle down, Gabe said: "I see you've been rooting around in my stuff again," he said glancing at the bandanna.




Kyle looked evenly at Gabe. Suddenly there was a strange expression in Kyle's eyes. Gabe felt instantly uneasy. Kyle touched the bandanna. "This wasn't the only thing I found in that drawer," he stated in an eerily steady voice.




"What are you talking about?" Gabe asked.




Kyle's eyes narrowed. He glanced at Landon, who frowned back at Kyle. Then Kyle reached into the pocket of his jacket and drew out a piece of paper. Gabe felt himself freeze. It was the letter from their parents. The letter that contained the one piece of information Gabe had needed to tell his brothers, but hadn't because he'd feared for the consequences. That it would break up the family for good.




"I found this letter from ma and pa," Kyle said. He unfolded it and regarded the contents carefully. "It says that ma and pa aren't coming back to the ranch. Not for a while, at least. And that they want you, me and Landon to do one thing."




Landon squinted at the letter Kyle was holding. "Do what?" he asked sharply.




Kyle looked evenly at Gabe. "Why don't you tell Landon."




Gabe drew in a sharp breath and looked from Kyle to Landon. His hand had been forced. Kyle had backed him into a corner. He'd known this moment would come. And had dreaded it. Because, it was possible that both his brothers would refuse to co-operate. That they would say there was no way they would agree to marriage. Not on the terms contained within the letter.




Landon reached out a hand toward the letter. "Give me that," he ordered Kyle. Slowly, Kyle handed Landon the letter. Gabe watched as Landon read the words on the paper. Reaching the final sentence, Landon lifted his gaze to Gabe. "When were you planning on telling us?" Landon asked.




Gabe was momentarily lost for words. He glanced from Landon to Kyle. "It's complicated," was all he could say at that moment.




"You could have told us," Landon complained. 




Kyle nodded. "We're your brothers," he stated. "Or wasn't that what you were thinking about?"




Gabe frowned at Kyle. "What's that supposed to mean?"




"You've been too interested in Lauren Munro to do what was decent for your own flesh and blood," Kyle accused.




"That's unfair, Kyle," Gabe objected. "This has nothing to do with Lauren."




"Hasn't it?" Kyle retorted. "I think it has everything to do with you wanting to marry her. And then put pressure on me and Landon to find wives." Kyle lifted his brows. "Isn't that right?"




Gabe lowered his head and sighed. Of course Kyle was right. That was exactly what Gabe had done. And, in doing so, he'd disrespected his brothers. He felt bad. That feeling had been gnawing at him for days. But, when he'd embarked upon his courtship of Lauren, Kyle had been a wild card, an unpredictable, uncontrollable force that had threatened the very existence of the Baxter ranch. Gabe looked up at Kyle, who was awaiting an answer. Had Kyle changed that much, thanks to the work he'd done at the Munro ranch? Had the pastor's words changed Kyle's heart? More importantly, had he judged Kyle too harshly and not given him credit for being able to turn his life around? Thanks to God that was exactly what had happened.




"Is he right, Gabe?" Landon asked. 




Gabe looked at Landon. He could see hurt and confusion in his brother's eyes. He and Landon had always been close. And now this threatened to ruin that close relationship forever. There had to be a way to get this brothers to understand, Gabe told himself.




"I'm sorry I didn't tell you both about this," Gabe declared. He sighed. "I don't know how to explain what I did. Except maybe that I wanted to do everything I could to make sure we hang onto what we've got here," he said. Running his gaze around the spread, Gabe shook his head. "I hate the idea of moving away from here."




"Ma and pa can't be serious about staying back East, can they?" Kyle asked sharply.




"You know how much ma has missed all her family back there. And pa says he's getting to old to keep working this place." Gabe peered at Landon and then at Kyle. "They're relying on us to keep this place running. But they want us to do it as men who have families of our own." He smiled weakly. "With wives of our own, too. I don't think that's a bad thing."




Landon frowned. "Where are me and Kyle going to find ourselves wives?" he asked. 




Immediately the words left Landon's mouth, Kyle grunted. "Speak for yourself, Landon. I don't aim to marry anytime soon."




Gabe's heart sank upon hearing Kyle's defiant declaration. "You know what that will mean. Don't you, Kyle." Gabe pointed at the letter in Landon's hand. "The answer is written on that paper. It'll mean giving up all this, and probably moving back East."




"They can't be serious," Kyle exclaimed.




Gabe nodded slowly. Decisively. When he spoke his voice was low and grim."I think they're deadly serious. They just want the best for us. And they figure this is the way to do it."




Gabe's words hung heavy in the air for a few long moments. He could see his brothers thinking carefully about that all this would mean for them. Gabe knew this must be a shock for them. Probably that was what their parents had figured they all needed. A kick in the pants to find some brides. To settle down once and for all. It wasn't the worst prospect in the world, Gabe told himself. Although, judging by Kyle's expression, he still had some way to go before he'd be convinced.




Landon handed Gabe the letter. Gabe thrust it into his jacket pocket. Once again, Kyle grunted noisily. He tugged hard on the reins of his horse. "I need some time to think about this." His eyes were filled with warring emotions. Gabe felt that, if Kyle hung around, an argument might break out. He didn't want that. Today had been hard enough. For all of them.




Kyle started to move off, but Gabe called out to him one last time. "Think about what we've been saying."




Kyle shook his head, threw one last harsh look in Gabe's direction, wrenched hard on the reins, and rode off quickly, leaving behind him a cloud of dust. Gabe turned to Landon. His brother's expression was steady-eyed and serious. Landon had never been a hothead like Kyle. He'd always been thoughtful and careful in all matters. Landon's gaze was even and unmoving. 




One of the ranch hands called out and Landon squinted in the man's direction. "I better get over there. See what's happening."




Gabe nodded and watched Landon ride over toward the herd. The truth was out in the open now. For some reason, Gabe felt a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. Maybe now they could all work out what should be done. Once his brothers had some time to think about it, maybe they'd see things differently.




And even as he told himself that, Gabe knew there was one more thing he had to do. He would have to tell Lauren the truth. That his intention was to take her as his bride not because of the needs of his own family. But simply because he loved her.





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE







The day after the meeting with Gabe, Lauren was sitting on the porch when she heard the thundering of horses hooves. Looking up, she saw Gabe riding into the yard. Instantly, her spirits lifted. She'd been mulling over yesterday's meeting all night, wondering what had happened after Gabe had gone off in search of Kyle. Not having heard anything, she was concerned something bad might have happened. Gabe's features were an unreadable blank. Maybe things had turned out fine, after all, she told herself.




Suddenly conscious that she might not be looking at her absolute best wearing a plain brown gown, Lauren stood. She clasped her hands and stepped out onto the yard. The warm sun beat down on her face. She squinted her eyes and smiled at Gabe. He leaped from his horse and tied the reins to the hitching rail. She took a moment to savor his tall, handsome figure. He was dressed in an elegant gray suit, waistcoat and Stetson. His shiny black boots scuffed on the loose earth of the yard. Lauren felt a tingle of delight. Just looking at Gabe had become a source of delight. 




 Gabe hesitated a moment, gazed at her with such obvious appreciation that she felt her cheeks flush, and then strode toward her. There was an eagerness about his manner which had been absent the day before. Then, he'd been preoccupied and worried. She could understand that. It couldn't be easy trying to keep Kyle from getting into trouble.




"Good day," he said and touched the front brim of his hat.




"Hello to you," she replied matching the brightness in his  voice.




Gabe halted. He ran his gaze down the length of her petite frame. He paused a moment, clear approval written across his features. "Might I say you're looking fine today."




Heat flamed on her cheeks. Gabe knew just what to say to draw a reaction from her. "I'm not going to stop you," she replied lifting her chin and smiling. "You can say what you like." Lifting a brow she added: "Within reason, of course."




Gabe grinned. His mood was in stark contrast to when he'd left her yesterday. She wanted to ask him if he'd cleared up the mystery of Kyle's disappearance. However, she didn't want to spoil the good feeling between herself and Gabe. Moments like this were worth savoring, she told herself. They gave her hope.




"What brings you here?" she asked.




Gabe lifted a brow and gazed at her for an even longer moment. "You," he murmured.




Her brows shot up. "What do you want with me?" She told herself she could probably guess the answer to that question. She just wanted to hear it from his own lips.




He shrugged. "I didn't think I needed a reason to call on you."




Lauren thrust a hand against her hip and tilted her head. "What exactly are you up to, Gabriel Baxter?"




Gabe edged closer. She could see serious purpose in his steady gaze. But also a barely disguised good humor. She liked seeing Gabe in a good mood. "I was thinking about that date we discussed."




"Date?"




Gabe nodded. "How would you like to come into town with me?"




"Now?" she asked.




He smiled. "Unless you're doing something more interesting than spending time with an old friend."




Friend? She narrowed her eyes. He was teasing her. Testing her all over again. Trying to find out where the boundaries lay between them. She acted as if she was considering his suggestion. Anything to make him wait a few moments. Then she nodded. "Okay. Give me some time to get ready." It hadn't been a difficult decision to make. Right now, she'd gladly spend the rest of the day with Gabe.




His brows furrowed. "How much time do you need?"




She thrust her other hand against her hips and scowled good-naturedly at him. "You've still got plenty to learn about a woman's ways, Gabriel Baxter," she retorted.




His brows lifted and he flicked up the front of his Stetson. "I stand corrected," he declared. "I'll wait out here," he added. Glancing up at the blue sky, he sighed appreciatively. "It sure is a beautiful day." He gave her another appreciative look. "And I do believe it's about to get even better."




Lauren's cheeks flushed pink. She pouted at him. Gabe lifted a brow, apparently believing he'd embarrassed her. Well, he had. But she wasn't going to stop him giving her compliments. Then she turned, heading for the door to the ranch house. It took her a half hour to change into her green gown and matching bonnet. As she was finishing getting ready she glanced out the window of her room. Victoria was with Gabe, talking over by the corral. Their expressions hinted that the talk was about something serious. Lauren wondered if they were discussing Kyle. She checked herself in the mirror and then hurried downstairs. Out in the yard, Gabe and Victoria saw Lauren emerge from the ranch house. They came over to her. Brother and sister were smiling now. Lauren considered asking about Kyle, but figured later might be a better time.




While Lauren had been in the house, a carriage had been brought. Her and Gabe said goodbye to Victoria, got settled in the carriage and then headed off on the trail into town. 




Gabe smiled at Lauren and glanced at her gown. "That color suits you," he observed. "Did you make that yourself?"




Lauren shifted on the carriage seat, tugging gently at the edge of the gown. "I made it last year."




"It's real pretty," he said. Lifting his brow mischievously he added: "A perfect compliment to the most beautiful woman in Montana."




This time Lauren's face flushed red-hot. She turned to Gabe. "I know you're trying to be nice, and I'm not complaining," she said. Furrowing her brows, she added: "But a gal can only take so much of these kind of words, Gabe," she said.




"What's wrong with compliments?" he objected. He didn't look annoyed, simply surprised that she would want to stop him saying such sweet words to her. Of course she didn't want to stop him. Secretly, she loved every single word he'd said to her since arriving at the ranch. "Besides," he continued. "Every one of them comes from the heart."




Now he was being sincere, she told herself. No longer was he teasing her. She wondered why he was being so pleasant to her. Making such an effort. Of course, there could be only one answer to that, she told herself. A thought drifted into her mind, but she instantly pushed it away. Recalling how he'd acted toward her at the Baxter ranch, she wondered if Gabe had something else on his mind today, other than a visit to the finest cafe in Inspiration.




Arriving in town, Gabe parked the carriage in front of the cafe. He leaped off his side of the seat and raced around the carriage. Lauren smiled as she watched him. Reaching her side, he extended a hand. She laid her hand in his and stepped down from the carriage seat. An elderly couple, walking past the cafe, arm in arm, looked at Lauren and Gabe and leaned their heads closer, exchanging words Lauren couldn't hear. The rumor mill in town would be full of talk of her and Gabe. Right now, as she hooked her hand inside the arm Gabe offered her, Lauren didn't mind what folks would say about her and Gabe.




Entering the cafe, the little bell tinkled above the door. Lauren stepped inside and froze, lifting a hand to her mouth. Gasping, she looked, wide-eyed at Gabe's smiling face. Running her gaze around the interior of the cafe, she felt her heart swell with emotion. She and Gabe were the only customers in the small, wood-paneled room. And it was clear from the instant she'd walked into the cafe that Gabe had arranged something special. 




Every one of the twelve tables was empty, except for one over by the window which looked out on the boardwalk. And, over by that table, Lauren saw multi-colored  displays of flowers which had been arranged around the table and around the window. The sweet scent of the flowers filled the room. And, she couldn't help noticing that there was only one table set for two people. Every other table had no places set.




Gabe smiled at Lauren. "I reserved the cafe just for us, today," he explained.




Before she had a chance to reply, the door to the back of the cafe opened. The owner, who Lauren had heard Grace mention, a certain Mrs McLaren, who'd taken over the running of the cafe last year from its former owner, came out of the kitchen. The stout, silver-haired woman had bright red cheeks and was smiling broadly. She wore an apron over a gray gown. Wiping her hands, she exclaimed in a broad Scottish accent: "You've arrived at last." Gesturing to the table by the window, Mrs McLaren came to Lauren and Gabe. "Everything is ready. I've followed Mr Baxter's instructions and prepared a fine lunch for the both of you."




Lauren squinted at Gabe. He'd requested the menu? Gabe shrugged and led Lauren to the table. He held the back of the chair while she sat down. Glancing up at Gabe while he lingered, she saw him pause longer than was absolutely necessary. She smiled at him and saw delight in his eyes. Mrs McLaren fussed with the cutlery which had already been set out on the white tablecloth. Lauren couldn't help noticing the way Mrs McLaren glanced at her and Gabe. The cafe owner seemed excited at the prospect of providing whatever it was Gabe had requested. There was probably more to it than that, Lauren reflected. Did Mrs McLaren think there was more to Lauren and Gabe sharing a special lunch than just mere friendship?




Gabe took his place opposite Lauren. Mrs McLaren hurried across to the cafe's door and flipped the sign so that it said "closed". Then she scurried off to the kitchen. When they were finally alone, Lauren leaned toward Gabe. "Did you arrange for us to be the only ones here?" she asked.




Gabe tilted his head. "I figured after the other day, when we had to cancel, it might be a good idea to have the place all to ourselves."




Leaning back against the chair, Lauren told herself there might be more to Gabe's decision than just wanting to make up for any disappointment she might have felt. For a start, why would he want privacy? What did he have in mind for this quiet lunch for two?




As if sensing her unease, Gabe plucked a flower from the display at the window. He offered it to her. She took it. It was yellow and smelled sweet. Lauren smiled across at Gabe. "Thank you," she said softly. Running her gaze around the cafe's interior, she asked: "You did all this for me?"




Gabe looked instantly serious. "Nothing's too much for you, Lauren," he murmured. There was an intensity in his voice, the same tone she'd heard when they'd been out at the ridge on the Baxter spread. 




For a long, thoughtful moment, she held Gabe's gaze and then, feeling emotion moisten her eyes, she turned her head and cleared her throat. "It must have taken some work to persuade Mrs McLaren to close the cafe for lunchtime."




Gabe shook his head. "She and I are good friends. She and our housekeeper, Lily, have known each other for a long time." He leaned back on his chair, draping one arm over the corner. "And she knows how much I wanted this to be just a cozy lunch for you and I."




"How much does she know?" Lauren asked.




"About what?" Gabe replied, suddenly defensive.




Lauren lifted a brow. "About you and I."




"Oh, that," Gabe said, acting as if he hadn't known what she'd meant all along. He waved a hand casually. "I told her we were old friends. That was all."




"Were?" she retorted.




He leaned his elbows quickly on the table. Judging by the hesitant look in his eyes he was well aware that he'd just dug a hole for himself. "I mean, we are good friends," he said. He lifted a brow. "That is the case, isn't it?" he asked.




Not wishing to let him off the hook quite so easily, she shrugged and turned her mouth down thoughtfully. "If you say so," she replied.




Gabe's brows furrowed. "And what do you say?" he asked abruptly. "Haven't we been good together? Everyone else seems to think so."




Lauren eyed Gabe carefully. "Who exactly is talking about us?"




"You've seen the way Victoria and Grace have been looking at us, every time we're together," he replied. "And your pa doesn't seem to disapprove."




She thought about that time she'd seen her father and Gabe talking over at the Baxter ranch. What exactly had they been agreeing when they'd shaken hands? "You know my father didn't like what you did, last year, when we were leaving Inspiration."




Gabe sighed and shook his head. "I told you what happened there. It was a misunderstanding." He drummed his fingers impatiently on the table. "I got held up at the ranch." Gabe frowned. "In any case, I apologized for doing that."




Lauren frowned. Seeing how upset Gabe still was about that, she told herself it would do no good to spoil the day by talking about the past. The present was too good to go doing something like that.




For the next hour Mrs McLaren brought one exquisite dish after the other. Lauren and Gabe kept the talk to pleasant subjects. The time passed quickly and, as she finished her plate of apple pie, Lauren told herself that Gabe had had a wonderful idea. The last hour had been just about perfect.




Mrs McLaren brought coffee in a lovely silver pot. As Lauren started to pour the coffee for Gabe, she glanced at him. A seriousness had settled across Gabe's features. Gone was the bright expression he'd maintained during the meal. As she lifted her cup to her lips, she examined Gabe. If she wasn't mistaken, Gabe looked suddenly and inexplicably nervous.




Gabe swallowed and then cleared his throat. Lauren focused her attention on her coffee. She saw Gabe straighten himself, lifting his shoulders. He was preparing himself, she reflected. Gabe looked as if he had something important to tell her. Or ask her.




Lauren laid the coffee cup down. Butterflies started tumbling in her middle. Nerves flared into life. Her mind became a sudden blank. Thinking about what he might be preparing to ask her, Lauren could only draw in a deep breath. She tried to compose herself, but it wasn't easy. Not with Gabe leaning forward and looking at her with obvious intent in his very earnest gaze.




"Lauren," Gabe said, his voice cracking slightly.




"Yes, Gabe?" she replied. Thankfully her own voice sounded composed. At least that was what she told herself.




Gabe drew in a deep breath and peered at Lauren. "You know how much the last few days have meant to me. How much I've enjoyed being with you."




"I've enjoyed our time, too, Gabe," she replied, realizing she sounded suddenly defensive. "I never expected this when my father told me we'd be coming back for a visit."




Seizing on her words, Gabe lowered his gaze. "Your father said he might have changed his mind about going to California."




Lauren nodded. "He told me. Seems like he's taken to Inspiration and to the Munro ranch. The other day, I even caught him reading a book about ranching."




Gabe smiled weakly. His eyes shifted, as if he was weighing up his next words. "The thing is, Lauren. I've been thinking about you and me. About how close we've gotten. And I've come to believe something very important."




"You have?" she asked, feeling her nerves twist even harder.




Gabe nodded. "But first, there is one other thing I need to tell you." He frowned. "Something I've waited too long to say."




Lauren felt heat flush across her cheeks. He was going to ask her a question which would change everything, she told herself. She didn't know if she was ready for this. Hadn't really thought about it carefully enough. Even though, after that visit to the Baxter ranch, she should have known that Gabe would do this. 




"It's about my family," Gabe said next. Lauren frowned. That hadn't been what she had expected him to say. Gabe continued: "And the time has come for you to know something really important. I just need for you to understand why I couldn't tell you earlier."




Now she was confused. She narrowed her eyes. Gabe had taken the conversation in a direction she hadn't expected. Her heartbeat quickened. "Tell me, Gabe."




Gabe nodded and then glanced out the cafe window. She saw his shoulders tighten. She followed his gaze and saw Gabe's brother, Landon. He was standing on the boardwalk, looking straight at Gabe. Lauren heard Gabe groan. Then she saw Landon gesture that he wanted Gabe to come outside.




Gabe's jaw tightened and he leaned back in his chair. A loud breath eased out of him, as if all the tension in his body had vanished in an instant. Gabe stared across at Lauren. He looked frustrated and crestfallen. "Can you excuse me a moment? I think my brother wants to say something to me."




"Sure," she replied.




Gabe stood and headed for the door. Before he got there, it flew open and Landon strode into the cafe. "There's been a robbery, Gabe," Landon blurted out.




"Where?" Gabe asked.




Landon looked across at Lauren. He nodded. "Lauren. Sorry to interrupt," Landon said.




Gabe didn't look too impressed with Landon's apology. "Who got robbed, Landon?"




"Us," Landon said.




Gabe stared incredulously at Landon. "What got taken?"




"Horses. Two of them."




Gabe sighed. "Ours isn't the first ranch to be hit," he said. 




"We better tell the sheriff," Landon suggested.




Gabe looked suddenly uneasy and frustrated. He glanced at Lauren, a pleading expression in his eyes. Lauren smiled at Gabe. "It's fine, Gabe," she said, rising from her chair. "You go and deal with that."




"I'll take you back to the ranch, first," Gabe offered.




Lauren shook her head. "I can make my own way back to the ranch. I'll take the carriage myself."




Gabe exchanged an angry look with Landon. Then, he seemed to calm, as if common sense had taken hold of him. "As long as you don't mind," he said to Lauren.




She shook her head. "I'll see you later," she said. Those words brightened Gabe's expression. After saying farewell to Mrs McLaren and thanking her for her efforts, Lauren followed Gabe and Landon outside. On the boardwalk she exchanged an awkward goodbye with Gabe and Landon. Then she got up onto the carriage seat and grasped the reins. She gave Gabe one final look and then turned the carriage and started back to the ranch.




As she drove the carriage up Main Street, Lauren couldn't help wondering what Gabe had been about to tell her.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO







"We should go tell Sheriff Cameron," Gabe said to Landon as he stood outside the cafe and watched Lauren driving away in the carriage. Out of the side of his eye, Gabe saw Landon nod in agreement. Gabe saw Lauren glance back toward him as the carriage made its way up Main Street. He felt his heart sink. The conversation had been going his way before Landon had arrived with the bad news. Of course it wasn't his brother's fault that he'd frustrated Gabe just at the moment when he'd been about to tell Lauren about one of his reasons for wanting to get married. Not the most important one. Saving the ranch was necessary. But being in love with Lauren was all that mattered. 




"You coming?" Gabe heard Landon ask. He turned to him and saw Landon peering at him with obvious curiosity.




"Sure," Gabe said, feeling distracted. All he wanted to do was call Lauren back and get the truth out in the open. The wait was killing him. He wanted to be sure that, once she knew Gabe's need to marry, she'd understand. That there wouldn't be any misunderstanding. The last thing he wanted was for all the progress he and Lauren had made these past days to go up in smoke.




Landon tugged on Gabe's sleeve. "C'mon," he said.




Gabe and Landon headed south along the boardwalk. The sheriff's office was opposite the hotel. When they reached the office Gabe started to turn the door handle when it was wrenched from his grasp. He stepped back, startled for a moment, expecting to see the tall figure of the sheriff emerge from inside. To Gabe's consternation another person stepped out onto the boardwalk. 




"Murray!" Gabe exclaimed.




Murray halted and locked his gaze on Gabe. "Baxter," Murray blurted out. He glanced hesitantly at Landon. "And two of them," he added, giving Landon and Gabe a yellow-toothed grin. "It's my lucky day, I guess," he said, his voice oozing with sarcasm. 




Gabe ran his gaze down the length of Murray's squat frame. The man was neatly-dressed in a black suit and waistcoat. His boots looked new. The collar of his white shirt looked well-pressed and fresh. Something about the unusual tidiness of Murray's appearance made Gabe wonder where the money had come from to buy all the new apparel.




Gabe heard heavy footsteps behind Murray. Sheriff Cameron appeared from inside the office. The tall, even-featured lawman grinned at Gabe. "To what do I owe this pleasure?" he asked Gabe. The sheriff lifted a brow at Landon. Gabe was still thinking about Murray, and what he was doing at the sheriff's office. He wondered how he could bring up the subject. 




Sheriff Cameron spared Gabe all the trouble by laying a hand on Murray's shoulder and laughing quietly. "Murray here was just answering some questions I had about the goings-on around some of the ranches in the territory," the sheriff said. He patted Murray on the shoulder. "Weren't you," the sheriff added.




Murray jerked spasmodically, clearly feeling the sudden strength of the sheriff's hand. Murray's eyes widened and he nodded abruptly. "I sure was, sheriff," he agreed.




"Seems like we're the latest on the list, sheriff," Landon said.




The sheriff's brows rose. "Don't tell me. Horses went missing."




Gabe nodded and glanced at Murray as he did so. He saw the color change on the man's cheeks. His eyes shifted rapidly from side to side. Murray swallowed hard. It was clear to Gabe that the man wanted to be somewhere else. And in a hurry. Gabe's earlier suspicions grew even more. There was plenty Gabe wanted to say to Murray. Especially now that they were all in front of the law. Lying wouldn't come so easily with the sheriff listening to every word.




Sheriff Cameron removed his hand from Murray's shoulder. The man stepped away from the sheriff and paused. "You finished with me, sheriff?" Murray asked.




The sheriff narrowed his eyes at Murray. "For now, at least. Just don't go wandering too far. I might need to speak to you again."




Murray rubbed his hands nervously together. "You don't mean to say you think I'm involved in any of this," he said and glanced at Gabe and Landon. "I've never been anywhere near the ranches around these parts." He gestured across Main Street toward the hotel. "I'm too busy with my new job."




Gabe moved closer to Murray. "And what's that?" he asked.




"Mr Calhoun gave me a good position at the hotel." Murray laughed nervously. "Plenty of responsibility. Taking care of the guests. Looking after things around the hotel." Murray gasped. "It's a whole lot of work."




"I'm sure Mr Calhoun keeps you real busy," Gabe said. He didn't even try to disguise the acid in his voice.




Murray's eyes narrowed. As if sensing an opportunity to shift attention from himself, he said: "Ask your brother, Kyle. Seems like he's become a regular expert when it comes to ranching. Thanks to those men up at the Munro ranch." Murray's glance shifted toward the sheriff. "At least that's what I've been hearing in the saloon."




Gabe felt a familiar indignation sweep through him. He took a step toward Murray. "Keep Kyle out of this," he ordered Murray. The other man, seeing Gabe's barely contained outrage, cowered visibly. "Saloon gossip doesn't mean a thing. Especially since Kyle doesn't set foot in the place."




"You sure about that?" Murray asked sharply.




Gabe groaned. But, before he could do anything he would regret, he heard Sheriff Cameron's voice. "Why don't you and Landon come into my office. You can tell me all about what happened up at your place."




Murray's defiant gaze was steady as he watched Gabe back off. Landon cupped Gabe's elbow in his hand and began to lead him toward the sheriff. Giving Murray one last scolding look, Gabe let himself be guided into the cool interior of the sheriff's office. Sheriff Cameron murmured one final word to Murray and then slammed the door firmly behind him. 




The sheriff's office was small with wood-paneled walls, a gun rack and a large desk on one side of the room with two chairs in front of it. Gabe and Landon took their places in front of the sheriff's desk. Sheriff Nathan Cameron sat on his wooden chair and propped his booted feet against the corner of the desk. He eyed Gabe and Landon warily. "Tell me what happened," he instructed.




Gabe let Landon tell Sheriff Cameron about the horse theft at the Baxter ranch. When he'd finished, the sheriff was quiet for a few moments. Removing his feet from the corner of the desk, he leaned his elbows on it and peered at Gabe. "You know we've had a lot of these in the last few days."




"It's a first for our spread," Gabe replied. "Sure we've had trouble with trespassers and the occasional rustler in the past, but nothing has been taken."




"Our best horses, too," Landon added. "Whoever took them has an eye for horse flesh, Nathan."




The sheriff nodded and looked thoughtful. "That might narrow things down when it comes to finding out who's behind this." 




"Who else has been hit by this?" Gabe asked.




Nathan sighed. "You see, that's the thing which got me thinking. There's one factor linking all these robberies."




"What's that?" Landon asked.




Nathan narrowed his eyes. "Every ranch that has been hit has somehow been connected to the Buchanan family."




Gabe gasped. "What! Are you sure?"




Nathan nodded. "The Armstrongs up north lost a couple of horses two nights ago. You know their daughter-in-law is a Buchanan cousin. Then there's Noah and Abigail over to the west of town. Abi is related to Caleb Buchanan. They lost Abi's favorite pinto." Nathan peered at Gabe and Landon. "And now you. Need I remind you that your sister Victoria married into a family that already had Grace, who was formerly Grace Buchanan."




"What are you getting at?" Landon asked.




Nathan stroked his darkly-stubbled chin. "I'm not sure, yet. But it makes me think that whoever is behind this might have an axe to grind with the Buchanan family and that includes anyone who's related."




Gabe figured he knew who might have a grudge against the Buchanans, but he preferred to let the sheriff find his own way in any investigation. Besides, Sheriff Nathan Cameron was well aware of the history between the Buchanans and a certain newcomer's family. Namely, that of Judah Calhoun.




The sheriff stood. "Leave it with me," said coming out from behind his desk. "I've got some folks I need to see."




"If you need us, you know where to find us," Gabe said.




"At the Munro place?" Nathan said, lifting a brow. "Or have I been misinformed about you and Lauren."




Gabe exchanged a surprised look with Landon. "Who's been talking?" Gabe asked.




Nathan smiled and shook his head. "Everyone in town. You know what this place is like."




Gabe frowned and nodded. He sighed. "I sure do. News travels fast."




"Is there something I should know?" Landon asked abruptly, looking suddenly desperate.




Gabe shook his head. "I'll let you in on things later." He saw Landon look at Nathan. Both men wisely decided not to pursue the matter any further. Outside, they shook hands with the sheriff and headed up the boardwalk. 




"You want me to take you up to the Munro place?" Landon asked. "The buckboard is right over there," he added pointing to it a short distance away.




Gabe thought for a long moment, reliving the frustration he'd felt at not being able to tell the full story to Lauren. Maybe it wasn't too late. He was eager to get it over and done with. Then he'd see if he'd be able to do what he really wanted. Ask Lauren for her hand. Just that thought made his heart race faster. There was nothing worse than leaving important things unfinished. And this was just about the most important thing in Gabe's life.




He looked earnestly at Landon. "Sure. Take me to the Munro place." He laid a hand on Landon's shoulder and smiled. "I've got to finish what I started over at that cafe."





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE







Arriving back at the Munro ranch a short while later, Lauren saw a horse tied up at the hitching rail next to the porch. Someone had come visiting. For a brief moment she wondered if somehow Gabe had made his way to the ranch and beat her home. She dismissed the idea. She'd seen the serious expressions on his features and on Landon's. Lauren figured they'd be with the sheriff for a while. However, she was sure what Gabe would do after concluding his business with the sheriff. He'd probably make his way to the Munro place without hesitation. That thought brought butterflies to life in her middle. He was going to say something important to her. She could guess what it might be. 




Her heartbeat quickened at the thought. Was he about to propose marriage to her? She felt her face flush with heat. All of a sudden her mind was filled with warring thoughts. She wondered what she could say to such a proposal. Every moment since she'd returned to the ranch had been leading up to this. From the first time she'd seen Gabe again, vague thoughts had flickered constantly, day and night, in her mind. What would it be like to be his wife? A rancher's wife. What would it be like to pass the rest of her life in Inspiration? It was a beautiful town and the people were civil and godly. Her life with Gabe could be perfect, she admitted. If only she had the courage to accept his proposal. 




Lauren lifted her heart up to God and prayed silently. Lord, grant me the wisdom to do what is right. I know I love Gabe. Even though I haven't told him so, I believe he already knows. Only with Your guiding hand will I be able to do what's right. Lord, You have placed Gabe in my life again. And for that I am truly thankful. Lead me to find out the truth, Lord. So that I may do what is pleasing to You.




Drawing the carriage into the yard, she halted it over by the corral and got down. The sun was high in the sky and the air was clear and cool. It was turning out to be an almost perfect day. If only she and Gabe could say the truth to each other, then everything would be perfect. Her spirits lifted by that thought, she made her way to the ranch house. She didn't recognize the horse which was tied up. Lauren wondered who the visitor could be.




Lauren opened the door and stepped into the hallway. She paused, thinking she would go in search of her father. Turning toward the parlor, she heard voices coming from the kitchen. Victoria and what sounded like Kyle. Lauren frowned. 




Kyle was speaking, his voice tense. "So why didn't you tell me, Victoria?" he asked.




"I told Gabe I'd leave that up to him," she replied. "He is the head of the family over at the ranch, after all. Now that pa has gone back East with ma."




Lauren froze, realizing she was eavesdropping on a private conversation. Obviously neither Victoria nor Kyle had seen her arrive. She concluded it would be best to leave them alone. Lauren took a step toward the foot of the staircase, hoping a creaking floorboard wouldn't betray her presence. She grasped the wooden banister before starting up the stairs.




"But what about Lauren?" she heard Kyle object.




Lauren froze at the sound of her name. "What about her?" Victoria countered.




"Surely Gabe should have told her," Kyle continued. "You and I both know what he's planning on doing."




Lauren heard Victoria sigh heavily. "I'm sure Gabe has his reasons for doing things the way he wants. He didn't want to keep the truth from Lauren. He had no choice." Lauren heard Victoria pause. Then she added, softly: "He loves her."




There was a long silence. Lauren felt her heart pounding furiously. It was true. Everyone knew Gabe loved her. Except herself, it seemed. Well, now she knew for sure. Her spirit sang momentarily at the realization of the truth about how Gabe felt about her. Then she was dragged back to the moment when she heard Victoria continue.




"You know Gabe was put in an impossible situation." Lauren frowned, wondering what Victoria could mean.




"Are you telling me Gabe was only thinking about what was best for me and Landon?" Kyle snapped.




"He was," Victoria snapped back instantly. "Gabe had his hands tied. He had to judge what was best. For all of us. He had to  make sure you all kept the ranch." When Victoria spoke her next words, they hit Lauren like a hammer blow. "If the only way to keep the ranch is for all three of you to get married, then that's the way it'll have to be."




On hearing those last words, Lauren frowned. Keeping the ranch? The only way Gabe and his brothers could keep the ranch was if they each found brides? Something heavy sank in Lauren's stomach. Was that why Gabe had been courting her? Because of some family necessity? And she just happened to be here when he needed a wife? She gasped quietly, unwilling to believe it. Gabe wouldn't have done something as calculated. Would he?  Lauren's grip on the wooden banister tightened. She felt herself begin to shake. Disbelief crowded her mind with terrible thoughts. All along, Gabe had known what he was doing. He was using her to save his family ranch.




"I have complete faith in our brother," Victoria said, sounding assertive now. "He told you and Landon when the time was right. And, I expect he'll tell Lauren today."




"Today?" Kyle replied sharply.




"I think he's was planning to tell her when they're down at the cafe in town," Victoria stated. "He's real nervous about it. But he hopes she'll understand."




Kyle scoffed. "That's a tall order. He should have been straight up about it from the start."




"He knows that, Kyle," Victoria replied. "And he regrets it. But, he's just trying to do what's right."




That explained the cryptic way Gabe had spoken to her, Lauren told herself. He hadn't been about to ask her to marry him. He'd intended to try to explain himself. Justify not telling her the complete story. Indignation and sorrow swept through Lauren in equal measure. Her pulse pounded in her ears, drowning out the voices from the kitchen. Calming herself she listened again. She heard movement from the kitchen. Footsteps. She didn't want them to see her standing, listening. And, she was sure her pale, shocked features would betray what she'd just heard.




Lauren moved quickly up the stairs, along the narrow corridor and into her bedroom. Closing the door behind her, she leaned back against the door, wanting to keep the world at bay. Wanting to keep the truth out of the room. But she'd heard the truth. And it had been awful. Painful. Gabe had been seeking a marriage of convenience. It explained his determined manner these last few days. Everything made sense now. All the invitations; the accidental encounters; even the decision to bring Kyle to the ranch so that Gabe could have an excuse to be present and court Lauren. Thinking more carefully, recalling their conversations, she realized there had been times when he'd been evasive. When he'd dodged her questions. 




Why had he done it? That was the question which swirled around inside her mind. Hadn't he trusted her to understand? Hadn't he believed in the truth of the feelings they shared for one another? Because, one thing had been true all along. She had come to love Gabriel Baxter. And her faith in him had grown by the day. She'd seen the way he looked at her, with that dark, sincere gaze, and believed utterly that he loved her. And she'd opened herself up to him in a way she'd never done with anyone before.




There weren't butterflies in her stomach now. They'd vanished. She laid a hand over her middle, feeling the heavy sinking sensation of hurt. Lauren went to the bed and threw herself down onto it. The urge to groan her outrage aloud welled up inside her. Laying a hand across her brow, she asked herself how she could have been so foolish. It was simple. She'd believed in Gabe. She'd been certain that something special had been brought into her life. And she'd allowed herself to have faith in Gabe. She'd opened up her heart.




Glancing toward the window, she saw clouds drifting across the blue expanse. What had once been bright and perfect now seemed ready for darkness.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR







Gabe drove the buckboard fast. Sitting alongside him, Landon gripped tightly onto the edge of the seat. From time to time, Landon looked sharply across at Gabe, as if he couldn't quite believe the urgency with which his brother was driving the buckboard. As far as Gabe was concerned, he couldn't get to the Munro ranch quick enough. He had things to say to Lauren. The frustrations of earlier, at the cafe, had been forgotten. He'd gone over in his mind how he was going to explain things to her. How he'd had to wait before telling her about the need to marry because of the problem at the Baxter ranch. Gabe hoped she'd understand. He figured the careful choice of words would go a long way to justifying keeping her in the dark. 




And there had been another good reason for doing that, even though not being able to tell her had cut deep into Gabe. He hated even the slightest idea of keeping things from Lauren. But, he'd had to be sure that their feelings for each other were genuine. Certain. And now he knew for sure. Gabe was convinced Lauren's feelings for him were true and real. As were his for Lauren. If she did him the honor of agreeing to become his wife, Gabe knew he'd feel like God had granted him the greatest gift. Lauren as his beloved wife.




They were near the Munro ranch. Gabe felt nerves twist in his middle. He was eager to speak with Lauren. Desperate to hear her response to his confession and, hopefully, her consent to his proposal of marriage. Gabe lifted his gaze to the sky. A few clouds drifted across the azure blue, but he knew they could do nothing to dim the brightness of this day. The day he'd ask Lauren to be his wife.




Landon pointed up ahead to a ridge on the trail. "Who's that coming?" he asked.




Gabe narrowed his eyes. A lone rider was making his way toward them. Moments later, he recognized Kyle in the saddle. "What's Kyle been doing at the Munro place?" Gabe asked Landon. "Did you know he was going there, today?"




Landon shook his head. "He didn't say anything to me."




Gabe felt a heavy sensation in his gut. What business had brought Kyle to the ranch? He knew his work for Josh and Wyatt was finished. Maybe he'd wanted to meet and talk with the Munro brothers, Gabe speculated. Or even apologize for the way he'd run off the other day. Kyle rode up to them and slowed, bringing his mount to a halt by the side of the buckboard. Gabe pulled hard on the reins and felt the wheels sliding in the trail's soft earth. He squinted at Kyle. "What's going on, Kyle?" Gabe asked.




Kyle flicked a thumb back in the direction of the ranch. "I've just been to see Victoria."




Gabe's throat tightened. "Did you see Lauren arrive?" he asked Kyle.




Kyle frowned. "What are you talking about?"




Gabe shifted in his seat and peered at Kyle. "She was coming back to the ranch when I last saw her." He furrowed his brows. "You didn't see her arrive home?"




Gabe saw Kyle's face turn visibly white. His brother dragged his gaze away from Gabe. "No. I didn't see her. But, now that you mention it, I did see a carriage over by the corral."




That bad feeling in Gabe's gut intensified instantly. "She was there. And you didn't know it?"




Kyle shook his head. "I didn't. Victoria and me were taking in the kitchen." As if recalling something, Kyle's brows furrowed into deep ridges. He glanced at Gabe and seemed about to say something. But, he hesitated, as if he couldn't bring himself to confess something.




"What were you and Victoria talking about?" Gabe demanded.




Kyle sighed heavily and peered straight into Gabe's eyes. "We were talking about the situation at the ranch."




"What!" Gabe exclaimed, his booming voice echoing out across the rangeland. "What did you and Victoria say about it?"




Kyle shifted uneasily in the saddle. "Only that you were going to tell Lauren about having to marry to save our life at the ranch."




Gabe gasped and glared at Kyle. "You did what?" he groaned. "Did you see Lauren?"




Kyle shook his head. "Maybe she came into the ranch house when me and Victoria were in the kitchen."




Gabe grunted. This was getting worse by the minute, he told himself. "Could be she heard every word you were saying." Gabe glanced incredulously at Landon, whose eyes were wide with concern. Turning back to Kyle, he saw something on Kyle's features he hadn't expected to see. Genuine remorse. Kyle looked sorry, and that was something Gabe hadn't seen in a while. 




Kyle reached out a hand. "Look, Gabe. I didn't know she would be there. She might not have overheard me and Victoria. There's a chance she didn't hear anything."




Gabe shook his head. "And an equal chance she heard every single word." Gabe grasped the reins of the buckboard. He gazed up at Kyle and sighed. "It wasn't your fault, Kyle. If she did hear you and Victoria, you weren't to know." Those words didn't do much to reassure Kyle. Gabe resolved to talk with his brother later in the day. There were other things he and Kyle had to discuss. Right now, though, there was only one thing on Gabe's mind. Getting to the Munro ranch as quickly as possible.




Gabe flicked the reins and started to drive the buckboard up the dusty trail. After a minute, Gabe shook his head and turned to Landon. "Did I do right, Landon?" Gabe asked his brother. "Should I have told Lauren earlier about what ma and pa want us to do?"




Landon thought for a moment and then shook his head. "According to what you told me, when you found out, you didn't even know if Lauren still had feelings for you."




Gabe knew Landon was probably trying to be kind by saying that. It was partly true. On the day he'd told Victoria, and shown her the letter, Gabe had had no idea how well things would go between him and Lauren. In fact, everything had been improving so fast, he'd barely had time to keep up. Barely had time to reflect on the possible consequences of not telling her. He'd chosen today because he'd felt a freshly renewed certainty about his prospects of asking Lauren to become his wife. But, somehow, everything seemed to be arranging itself so that Gabe had insurmountable obstacles standing in his way. And now he faced the worst of all. Possible rejection by Lauren.




Arriving at the Munro ranch, Gabe pulled the buckboard to a stop alongside Lauren's carriage. Just looking at it made something ache in his heart. 




"I'll wait here," Landon announced. Gabe nodded and leaped down from the seat. Gabe strode over to the front door of the ranch house. He half-expected to be greeted by his sister, Victoria. But, no-one came to the door. The ranch house was eerily silent. He knocked on the door and waited. Standing there, Gabe wondered if Lauren would come to the door. He asked himself what he could possibly say that would explain his decision. He was convinced Lauren must have heard something when she'd arrived at the ranch house. If she hadn't, he was sure she'd have come to greet him on his arrival. The fact that she was nowhere to be seen triggered a growing sense of dread.




Gabe lifted his hand to knock on the door one more time. Before he did so, the door swung open. Hope swelled in Gabe's heart, but it was instantly crushed when he saw the figure of Zacharias standing in the hallway. Judging by the stern expression written across Zach's features, Gabe knew his worst fears were about to be confirmed.




"Gabe," Zacharias said evenly. 




Gabe forced himself to stand tall. He nervously wiped his hands against his side and nodded. "Zach. I think you know why I'm here."




Zacharias nodded slowly. "I think I do, son," he murmured.




Knowing he had to ask the question, Gabe spoke, his voice cracking with emotion. "Is Lauren at home?"




Zacharias paused and then turned his head, gazing up the length of the staircase. Turning back to look at Gabe, Zacharias nodded. "She is."




The abruptness of Zach's reply made Gabe feel immediate unease. Gabe shifted on his heels. "Would it be possible to see her?" he asked. The question was almost impossible to utter. He wasn't sure he wanted to hear the reply.




Zacharias stepped out onto the porch. Gabe stepped back watching Zacharias close the door behind him. Zacharias frowned. "I don't think that would be a good idea, right now, Gabe," he said.




"Why not?" Gabe asked quietly.




Zacharias sighed heavily and lowered his head, shaking it slowly. Fixing Gabe with a firm look, Zacharias said: "I don't know what passed between you and Lauren today. Whatever it was, she doesn't want to see you."




A heavy weight sank into the pit of Gabe's stomach. He tried to swallow, but his throat was too tight. Clearing his throat, Gabe peered intently at Lauren's father. "Did she say why?"




Zacharias shook his head. "No. And, right now, I don't need to know. All I can say is that she doesn't want to see you, or anybody today." Zacharias glanced at the buckboard and raised a friendly hand to Landon. "Maybe it might be best for you and your brother to get along back to your ranch." Zacharias gently laid a hand on Gabe's shoulder. "Sometimes it's best to leave things be for while, son," he said. "Time can heal most things." Zacharias narrowed his eyes. "Prayer can help, too. But I think you know that already."




In spite of the raging emotion swirling around inside his body, Gabe knew Zacharias' words were wise. Gabe knew he'd messed up. Not telling Lauren sooner had been a mistake. And he'd been well aware of it. However, today he'd planned to put things right. Apparently it wasn't meant to be. For now.




Gabe nodded. "You're right, Zach. Tell her I was asking for her." He gave Zacharias an earnest look. "And that I hope to see her soon."




"I will do that, Gabe," Zacharias replied. He reached out a hand. Gabe shook Zacharias' hand, feeling the firmness of the man's grasp. For a moment, Gabe was sure Zacharias wanted to say one last thing to him. However, at the last moment, Zacharias' lips firmed into a thin line.




Gabe released Zach's hand and made his way back to the carriage. "I left my horse here earlier," he explained to Landon. "You take the carriage and I'll ride home on my own."




Landon looked concerned. "What happened?"




Gabe shook his head. "You don't want to know." Landon opened his mouth, about to object, but Gabe held his hand up, silencing his brother. "I'll tell you later."




Then Gabe started toward the stable where he'd left his mount. It would be a long ride home. But, then again, he had plenty of thinking to do. Not least of which involved trying to figure out if he had any future with Lauren.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE







"You want to talk?" Lauren heard Zacharias say as she leaned back on the porch bench and gazed up at the blue sky. Turning, she saw her father standing near her. He was looking down at her, his features as serious as they'd been for the last two days. Since the day she'd found out about Gabe's decision to keep her in the dark about his reasons for courting her.




She smiled at her father and nodded. "Sure." Shifting along the bench, she made room for Zacharias. He sat down next to her and leaned back, drawing in a deep breath of late-morning air. His silence made it clear he was willing to wait for her to do the talking. Lauren was glad to have her father close by. She had plenty she wanted to say to him, and she was sure he had things on his mind.




The ranch house was quiet. Grace and Victoria had taken Ryan into Inspiration. He was attending the schoolhouse. Josh and Wyatt were out working on the spread and wouldn't be back until late. It seemed like everyone had things to do. Except herself, Lauren reflected. The last forty-eight hours had passed excruciatingly slowly. Her mind had been a whirlwind of thoughts; her body overtaken by so many mixed emotions. It had been a struggle to come to terms with what had happened the other day. And she was still finding it hard to accept what she'd found out. 




That Gabe had other reasons for wanting to marry. Not just because of any feelings he might have for her. But also to hang onto the ranch. To avoid having to give the place up and change his life. Just thinking about that simple fact still made her heart feel heavy. Made the sinking sensation in her middle impossible to ignore. 




Not for the first time, she asked herself if she was being unkind to Gabe, assuming his motives hadn't been right. That he'd merely been seeking some kind of marriage of convenience. But, just like every other time she had that thought, she recalled how Gabe had looked at her in the cafe. When he had been about to tell her the truth, his eyes had been filled with genuine emotion. Could she call it love? Because that was what she wanted to believe. That Gabriel Baxter loved her. But, how could she hold onto that hope when he hadn't been able to be straight with her? When he hadn't been willing to open himself up to her and give her the full picture.




"What're you thinking about?" her father asked quietly.




Lauren glanced at him and saw genuine concern in his eyes. "Can't you guess?"




Zacharias nodded and smiled kindly. "You haven't been yourself these past couple of days. I've been worried about you."




Lauren furrowed her brow and reached out, touching her father's shoulder. "You don't have to be concerned about me. I'll be fine."




"Will you?" Zacharias asked, looking skeptically at Lauren. 




Lauren tilted her head and sighed. "It hasn't been easy. I'm still trying to figure out why Gabe did what he did."




"He seemed shaken up when I met him at the door," Zacharias stated. "Like he knew he'd made a big mistake."




Ignoring that remark, she shifted impatiently on the bench. "Why didn't he tell me he needed to find a wife so he and his brothers could keep the ranch?" she said abruptly.




Zacharias was quiet for a long moment. Then he said: "It can't have been easy for him to keep that to himself. The only people he could tell were his sister and his brothers." Zacharias turned to Lauren. "Don't you think it was just Gabe trying to keep the whole thing a family matter? Something for the Baxters to work out for themselves? I guess he had his reasons."




Lauren shook her head. "I understand why Victoria couldn't tell me. She told me yesterday that she'd given Gabe her word that she'd wait before telling me. She wanted to give Gabe and me a chance."




"That's not a bad thing," Zacharias said. "Everyone has been rooting for you and Gabe. You know that, don't you?" Zacharias lifted a brow. "They still are."




Lauren groaned quietly, wishing her father hadn't said that. She knew it was true. Had known that everyone had been watching her and Gabe getting closer by the day. Emotions swirled inside her. The same emotions she'd battled with for days. And nights.




"How long you planning on waiting?" he asked.




"For what?" 




Zacharias looked at her with a disbelieving expression. "Before you go and speak to Gabe." He said the words as if what he was telling her was the most obvious thing in the world. Did her father really believe that it would be that easy?




Lauren's shoulders tightened. Gazing beyond the yard toward the rangeland, she shook her head. "I'm not planning on doing that anytime soon." She tried to put as much conviction as possible into her voice. Looking back at Zacharias, she saw a look of genuine disapproval written across his features. "I'm not even sure he'll want to talk with me. Not after what happened."




Zacharias shook his head emphatically. "I think you're wrong there." Her father peered sincerely at her. "I think Gabe will do anything to see you again. Especially if he thinks he can put right what he sees as the wrong he did to you."




For some reason, the idea of Gabe feeling bad about what had happened just made Lauren feel a whole lot worse. Lauren sighed. "I don't want to make things worse."




Zacharias paused thoughtfully. "You and your mother have a lot in common," he said. "She could be single-minded, too."




Her head whirling to him, Lauren exclaimed: "I'm not being stubborn, pa," she objected. 




Zacharias lifted a hand and lowered it gently and repeatedly. "Whoa. Hold on, there, Lauren," he said, trying to calm her spirit. "Let me make my point."




Settling back in the seat, Lauren rested her hands in her lap. She took a deep breath and waited for her father to continue. This wouldn't be the first time he'd counseled Lauren by referring to the calm wisdom her mother had possessed.




Zacharias continued. "One thing your mother always used to say was that forgiveness is everything. We never really know the full story." Zacharias glanced up at the sky. "Only God knows everything, for sure. Your mother always let God do the deciding. She used to tell me that all I had to do was try and find out what He really wanted me to do." Zacharias' eyes widened. "And do it."




Lauren nodded slowly. "I know how much forgiveness meant to ma," she said. "She taught me never to hold grudges. No matter how disappointed you are at other people."




"Grudges are not what the Lord wants in our lives, Lauren," he said. Zacharias sighed quietly. "I was beginning to think God brought us here so you and Gabe could get together. Settle down. Have a good, peaceful life." He shrugged. "Maybe I was wrong."




Lauren couldn't find the words to reply to that statement. Had her father been hoping for that all along? She'd seen how he'd apparently changed his mind about going West. He'd seemed happy while on the Munro ranch. And she'd come to believe that he wanted to stay here. "What about California?" she asked.




"What about it?" Zacharias retorted. 




"I thought you had your heart set on a new life. A fresh start. Something exciting you could build on your own," she said. "What happened to that idea?"




Zacharias frowned and then thought for a while. His next words surprised her. "It's still a dream," he said matter-of-factly. He nodded. "It's still on my mind."




Lauren gasped quietly. "It is?" she asked and stared at him trying to see if he was joking. From his suddenly grim demeanor, it looked he was being deadly serious.




Zacharias gazed at Lauren. "Maybe it is time to move on." He smiled weakly. "We had some good ideas about what we might do once we reach California, didn't we?"




Lauren recalled their many conversations before setting out. There had been talk of fresh adventures; new places; challenges to be met. And now he was serious about continuing West? For a moment, she wasn't sure she believed him. But, there was a familiar steady look in her father's eyes. One she'd seen plenty of times. It was the look a Munro got when they wanted something bad.




Zacharias stood and looked down at Lauren. He clearly didn't want to talk about it any longer. "I'm going back inside," he announced. He smiled at her. "Think about what I said, Lauren. Okay?"




All she could do was nod and then watch her father head into the ranch house. Lauren sat for a while, suddenly aware that her heart was thundering. She was shaking slightly with the realization that her father would even think about giving up what they'd both discovered in Inspiration. And what she had reawakened with Gabe Baxter. Had her father just given her an ultimatum? Or had it been one last chance to claim her life with Gabe?


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX










"Looks like we're getting a visitor," Landon said to Gabe as he led the horse out of the corral. Holding the gate open for Landon, Gabe turned in the direction of the sound of rattling carriage wheels. It was getting late and would soon be dark, but he could still make out the identity of the driver. Zacharias Munro drove the carriage into the yard in front of the Baxter ranch house. Pulling it to a halt near the corral, Zacharias got down from the carriage seat.




Gabe went across to meet Zacharias. Both men shook hands. "Evening, Zach," Gabe said. "What brings you here?"




Gabe saw Zach glance over at Landon. "I thought I'd come over and have a talk with you, son," Zacharias said. Gabe took note of the familiar way Lauren's father had addressed him. The same way he'd done the other night when Gabe had stood at the front door of the Munro ranch house.




"What about?" Gabe asked. He lifted a brow. "Or should I take a guess," he added. He knew it must be about Lauren. 




Zacharias smiled and watched as Landon led the horse to the open doors of the stable. Once Landon was inside, Zacharias spoke: "I was speaking to Lauren earlier this afternoon." 




Gabe eyed Zach expectantly. "How is she doing?" he asked. Gabe was desperate to know how she was. He'd been thinking about Lauren every moment for the last forty-eight hours. He hadn't been able to shift the feeling that he'd lost any chance of winning her heart.




Zacharias shrugged. "She's cut up about what happened, Gabe," he said. "Real troubled. Hasn't been her usual self these past two days."




Gabe ran a hand through his hair and sighed. "That makes two of us."




"She's been moping around the ranch house," Zacharias revealed. "That's whenever she isn't knitting that shawl for Victoria's baby. I wonder if she'll get a chance to finish it." Gabe let that last part pass him by. He was too busy feeling bad about how he'd been the cause of Lauren's distress. Zacharias peered intently at Gabe. "You two know exactly how to make each other miserable, don't you?" 




"Isn't that what you do sometimes when you got feelings about a person?" Gabe countered. He wanted to say that he loved Lauren, but maybe her father didn't want to hear those words. Not right now. Not even if it was the truth.




"I guess so," Zach replied. "Lauren's mother and I used to have plenty of friendly disagreements." Zacharias smiled and then laughed quietly. "Those were some of the best times." His gaze softened, as if he was back there, years before, reliving the good times.




Gabe was touched by Zach's obviously warm memories of Lauren's mother. But he felt the need to make something clear. "There was nothing friendly about what happened the other day between me and Lauren."




"It's nothing that can't be fixed," Zach declared, peering straight into Gabe's eyes. "Lauren's mother and I always managed to patch things up." Zacharias gazed off into the distance. Gabe watched him, fascinated. Was Lauren's father thinking of better days? Happier times? Was that why he'd come all this way? To help Gabe and his daughter fix what was broken? Zacharias drew in a deep breath. "Thing is, Gabe, my daughter is the kind of young woman who makes her mind up and finds it hard to change her opinion. I've tried to bring her up to be a forgiving type of person."




"She is, Zach," Gabe said. "You brought her up right."




Zacharias' gaze became suddenly intense. "But, maybe in this case, even though I've done my best to teach her right, forgiveness might be a step too far. She's hurting real bad."




For a moment, Gabe was taken aback by Zach's forthright manner. He stared disbelievingly at Zach. Had he just declared there might be no way back? "It's just a misunderstanding," Gabe said abruptly. "That's all. A terrible misunderstanding. I know I should have told her sooner. And I'm real sorry I didn't. Did you tell her I said that? That I regret what I did?"




"She's trying to understand," Zach said. "But, it ain't easy." He thought for a moment. "Why don't you try and tell her yourself?" Zacharias asked.




"You know she won't see me," Gabe objected.




Zacharias lifted both brows and nodded. "She might if she thinks there's a chance of clearing this whole thing up." Zacharias shook his head. "But, once Lauren gets an idea into her head, there's no shifting it."




Gabe forced a smile, recalling all the little moments he'd shared with Lauren when she'd been stubborn and strong-minded. He realized those were some of his most prized moments with her. "Does she believe I deceived her?" Gabe asked breathlessly.




Zacharias looked unsure. "I think the other night she was so shocked she would have believed anything," he said. "Good and bad," he added giving Gabe a stern look. "I've done my best to help her see sense." Zacharias' shoulders slumped. "Maybe she's coming round." Gabe's heart sank into the pit of his stomach. He didn't know what he could say next. "Come on over to the ranch," Zacharias said.




"When?" Gabe asked, his heart filling with hope.




Zach shrugged. "How about tomorrow? You can talk to her yourself."




Hardly believing what Zach was saying, Gabe furrowed his brows. "Do you think she will?"




Zach sighed. "Look, Gabe. I think I know my daughter pretty well. She's a woman who's been brought up in a godly home. And that means there's no resentment allowed." Zach shook his head. "Not under our roof. That ain't something her mother would have tolerated for a minute."




Hope strengthened inside Gabe. "All I need is one chance. Help her to understand why I took so long to tell her my reasons for wanting to marry." The words were out before Gabe had a chance to consider them carefully. Gabe saw the corner of Zach's mouth crease with the beginnings of a smile. Gabe shifted on his heels. "I mean, wanting to marry Lauren."




Now the truth was out in the open. He'd spoken the words to the one man who had the power to stand in Gabe's way. Zach nodded thoughtfully. Lifting a brow, he said: "You sure have a way with words, Gabe. It can't have been easy to say that to me."




Gabe looked earnestly at Lauren's father. "They're the truest words I've ever said, Zach. I love your daughter." Drawing in a deep breath, Gabe lifted his shoulders and met Zach's gaze. "And I mean to ask her to become my wife." Realizing just how presumptuous those words must have sounded, Gabe backtracked. "If you'll give me your consent, sir," Gabe said stiffly.




Gabe saw Zach's gaze soften. The older man's eyes brightened with obvious delight. He gently took hold of Gabe's upper arm and grinned. "Son. I couldn't ask for a better man to seek the hand of my only daughter."




Gabe matched Zach's grin. His shoulders sagging with relief, Gabe took Zach's other hand and shook it enthusiastically. "Thank you, Zach. You don't know what this means to me."




"I think I do," Zach retorted. "I remember what it felt like to find someone special. Lauren is more than special to me. She's everything." Zach looked skeptically at Gabe. "May I remind you there's still plenty for you to do. You're going to have your work cut out if she's even going to let you ask her the question."

 

Overcome by the relief that Zach looked favorably upon Gabe's intentions, Gabe realized he didn't have the faintest idea how he was going to bring the subject up. And that assumed she'd even talk to him. Right now, that seemed as impossible as ever. 




As if sensing Gabe's concern, Zach spoke: "I'll do my best to help you."




Zacharias left shortly after. Gabe had agreed he'd be at the Munro ranch around noon the next day. As far as Gabe was concerned there were two ways of looking at that. Either it meant he had plenty of time to prepare what he had to say to Lauren. Or it gave him too much time worry about the possibility she'd say no. Later, over dinner in the ranch house, Gabe told Landon he'd be visiting the Munro family the next day. Landon smiled, not requiring any further explanation. Lily was pleased, of course. She didn't hold back from telling Gabe that he better not make a mess of his chance if Lauren was kind enough to even speak with him. Gabe knew that their housekeeper had strong opinions about him and his brothers finding wives. Gabe was sure Lily's opinions had been shaped by long talks with his parents. Especially when all three Baxter men weren't around.




It was impossible to ignore the fact that Kyle had been absent at the dinner table. Landon didn't know where Kyle could be. Darkness had fallen and there was still no sign of Kyle. As the evening wore on, Gabe told Landon he'd wait up for Kyle. Landon headed to his bed, leaving Gabe sitting out on the porch. For a long while, Gabe sat and thought about his talk with Zacharias. It looked like there was still a chance to win Lauren's hand. Gabe had already convinced himself he'd succeeded in winning her heart. Even though he'd almost thrown it away by not telling her sooner about his need to find a wife, he figured there was still a chance she'd let him propose marriage. Because, as he sat in the porch seat, and gazed up at the starry sky, as he listened to the soft sounds of night, Gabe knew that, come tomorrow, he was going to get down on bended knee and ask Lauren the most important question of his life.




Gabe had been on the porch for a long while, and was thinking of retiring to bed when he heard the thundering beat of horses hooves. Gabe stood when saw Kyle riding into the yard. His brother drew his mount to a halt and leaped down from the saddle. By the light from inside the ranch house, Gabe saw Kyle's features were distorted by concern. Striding rapidly to Kyle, Gabe laid a hand on Kyle's arm. 




"What's wrong?" Gabe demanded.




Kyle was sweating and clearly breathless. "I came as fast as I could," Kyle exclaimed barely able to get the words out. "They don't know I'm here." Kyle swallowed nervously and turned, peering along the dark trail.




"Who?" Gabe asked, squeezing Kyle's arm. 




Kyle turned and faced Gabe. Kyle's features looked tortured, pale and drawn, as if he was harboring a terrible secret. Gabe had never seen Kyle like this before. He led Kyle to the porch and sat him down on the seat. Taking his place next to Kyle, Gabe asked: "What's going on, Kyle? You look like you've seen a ghost."




Kyle dragged in a deep breath and took a few moments to calm himself. Finally he peered at Gabe. "First of all, you need to know what I've been doing this last few days. Every time I've been in town. And that time I went with Murray when he came to the Munro ranch."




Gabe frowned. Of course he wanted to know the truth, but he wasn't sure he was going to like it. "Tell me," he said to Kyle.




Kyle sighed heavily. "I know I made you worry. And I'm sorry about that. But I had good reasons for doing what I did. You have to believe me." Gabe frowned and waited for Kyle to continue. "I know you only wanted the best for me," Kyle said. "And I was sure trouble to you and Landon. But I've learned the lessons you and Landon tried to teach me. And, most of all, the lesson the Lord has been trying to teach me. That it's time to take responsibility for keeping this family together."




Gabe smiled. "I'm glad."




Kyle drew in a deep breath. "Over at the Munro place, I've seen what it means to really be a part of a ranching outfit." Kyle laughed nervously. "Those ranch hands tested me. They treated me hard. But they were fair. And I think I found out what it takes to do this ranching work. And I realize, for the first time, what a burden I've been to you and Landon."




Gabe shook his head and laid a hand on Kyle's shoulder. "You were never a burden to us. We just want the best for you. For all of us."




Kyle nodded. "And so do I."




"What are you really saying Kyle?" Gabe asked.




"I'm staying on the ranch," Kyle admitted. "For good."




"You are?" Gabe asked feeling delight sweeping through him.




Kyle nodded and grinned. "I might even think about finding me a wife."




Gabe laughed. "That's good news, brother." Then he thought about how agitated Kyle had been on arriving. "But what's the trouble tonight?"




Kyle changed instantly. Grim-faced, he peered at Gabe. "I've been keeping an eye on Murray. I knew he was up to something. He's got a loose tongue when he drinks." Kyle narrowed his eyes. "He's the one behind the horse thefts. Here and at the ranches connected to the Buchanan family."




Gabe lifted his brows. "He is? Are you sure about that?"




Kyle nodded. "I think I have enough evidence to put him behind bars. I'm just missing one thing."




"What's that?" Gabe asked.




"Catching Murray red-handed," Kyle said abruptly. "But, tonight we have a chance to do just that. I reckon if we can get him in the middle of his crime, we can put a stop to this." Kyle fixed Gabe with a stern look. "But, you're not going to like it when I tell you where Murray's next target is."




"Where?"




Kyle sighed. "Murray and his men are planning on stealing from the Munro ranch tonight."





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN







Gabe was planning on paying a visit! Lauren sat at the table next to the window in her bedroom and thought about what her father had told her a short while earlier when he'd returned from a visit to the Baxter ranch. He hadn't waited long before going to his room. Long enough though to tell her about his visit to the Baxter ranch. Her nerves tingled as she thought about what Gabe would to her tomorrow. Busying herself with knitting the baby shawl had proven ineffective at distracting herself over the last hour. And retreating to her room had only made things worse. With no-one to talk to, her mind was a whirlwind of battling thoughts.




Of course, there was only one thing Gabe wanted to say her. One question he would ask her.  What was she going to say to him? What could she say if Gabriel Baxter asked her to marry him? Because, she was certain he wasn't just going to ask her to forgive him for not telling her sooner about his reasons for seeking a wife. He was definitely going to ask for her hand in marriage. 




Drawing in a calming breath, Lauren gazed out through the window. Night had fallen. The soft light from inside the ranch house cast a warm glow across the empty yard. Beyond, on the rangeland, the moon cast a silvery glow across the countryside. All was quiet. The ranch hands were in the bunkhouse; the Munro family were tucked up in their bedrooms; and her father was where she had left him, in his own bedroom down the hallway, probably tucked up in bed with a book.




Earlier, in spite of her hesitant protestations, Zacharias had been firm that his invitation to Gabe would not be changed. It seemed her father was determined to try and fix what was broken between her and Gabe. Truthfully and secretly, Lauren was glad her father had gone to Gabe and arranged a visit which might result in a reconciliation. Having been parted from the man who'd made such an impact on her life, Lauren had prayed for guidance. And, during that prayer, she'd come to a realization. That, by not telling her, Gabe had only been trying to do what was right. If he'd revealed his intentions before he and Lauren had reawakened their affection for each other, then there might have been lingering doubts about the truth of that affection. 




Her feelings for Gabe were much more than affection, though, Lauren told herself. It was love. She was certain she loved Gabriel Baxter. Her feelings for him were deep and true. She'd never felt this alive before. This happy, even in the midst of a terrible misunderstanding. Even when she'd told herself she might never forgive him, she knew it wasn't true. Her love for Gabe had been granted to her by the Lord. His most precious gift. Love. She had been brought back to this special place so she could renew her life with Gabe. So that she could find happiness and joy.




Lauren smiled, sensing the delight sweeping through her entire being. If this continued, she knew she'd never be able to sleep. She told herself some fresh air would help her sleep. Placing her knitting on the table, she left her room and made her way downstairs, making sure she didn't make too much noise. She didn't want to wake anyone who might already be asleep.




She stepped out onto the porch, feeling the cool night air. The distant sounds of the rangeland, the quiet lowing of cattle, the soft hiss of insects, were like sweet music.The scent of the air was clean, carrying with it a hint of nearby delicate flowers. Wrapping her arms around herself, she glanced over toward the empty corral. The horses, about a dozen of them, were locked up in the stable. She heard quiet neighing from inside the stable. Every sound reminded her of the perfection of ranch life. Lauren could hardly believe that the Munro ranch, of all places, was where she'd found a chance of joy. Two weeks ago, all her thoughts had been about California. No more. She sighed contentedly. She'd found true happiness in this place. Now, there was only one more hurdle to overcome.




A sound caught her attention, making her look over in the direction of the stable. Lauren was sure she'd heard voices, low and urgent. But now they were suddenly silenced. Lauren squinted, waiting to hear the sound again. She told herself it was probably some of the ranch hands attending to the horses in the stable. Walking slowly out across the yard, she gazed up at the star-filled sky. The beauty of the sky's shimmering brilliance filled her heart with joy. That delight was abruptly ended by the harsh tone of a voice which cut through the night air. Lauren's heart quickened. That voice was familiar, she told herself. She felt the blood drain from her face. She gazed, puzzled at the wooden doors to the stable. From where she was standing she could see the doors were slightest ajar. And, through the opening Lauren could see the faint glow of light. She heard the sound of horses neighing. There was a fresh urgency about the sound which alarmed Lauren.




Starting toward the stable, Lauren wondered if she was deceiving herself. Surely she'd been wrong, she told herself. The voice couldn't have been that of the man she'd seen at the church. What would the man, whose name she recalled was Murray, be doing on the Munro ranch? Her mind occupied with that thought, she reached the open doors and peered inside. She heard the heavy shuffling of footsteps, the pounding of horses' hooves on the stable floor, and the sound of lowered voices. Angry voices. More sounds of distressed horses drifted out the open doors. There was more than one man inside the stable. She was sure of it. Anxiety curled inside her. She needed to get help. 




Lauren started to turn away from the opening when she felt something reach around from behind her. Fingers clamped across her mouth. She tried to scream, but the hand was tight across her mouth. A presence, hard and insistent pushed against her back. The scent of alcohol and sweat filled her senses. Before she knew what had happened, she was dragged backwards, her feet sliding on the earth, and through the open doors. She tried to twist her body to see who was holding onto her. She threw her arms outward, trying to loosen the man's grip. But the firm grip held her tight. She lifted her legs and kicked, but there was only empty air. Trying to scream again, she was pulled roughly into the low-lit stable. 




Lauren was pushed against the wooden interior wall of the stable. Landing against it with a hard thud, she gasped, momentarily winded. Then she heard a sound which made her blood freeze. The clicking of the hammer on a pistol. Lifting her gaze, she stared into the barrel of a gun. Holding onto the pistol was the familiar figure of Murray. He was grinning straight at her. Dressed in heavy dark jacket and pants, Murray leaned closer. His breath stank. She flinched at the awful smell. 




"Look who we found, boys?" Murray sneered. " A genuine Munro."




Behind Murray, two faces appeared. They had heavy-set features and desperate expressions in their eyes. She didn't recognize the two men, both in their thirties, she guessed. They were dressed like Murray in black outfits. Perfect for staying out of sight in the dark, she told herself. Leaning back against the wooden wall, Lauren realized she was pinned down. With Murray's pistol trained on her she knew she couldn't dare make a run for it. Her throat was tight. Even if she screamed it might be the last sound she ever made.




One of the men moved away and appeared a moment later leading one of the horses by a rope. Lauren glared at Murray. "Horse thieves!" she snapped.




"Helping ourselves to some of the finest horses in this territory," Murray admitted. "There's plenty of it around these ranches. And it fetches a good price, too. With the right buyers, of course." He turned his head toward the men. "Isn't that right, boys?" The two men grunted their agreement. 




"You're the one who's been robbing the Buchanan family ranches," she stated.




Murray shrugged. "They're rich enough. They won't miss a few horses. Besides, according to what I heard, the Buchanans had it coming to them."




Lauren frowned at Murray. "What do you mean?"




Murray clamped his mouth shut, as if he realized he'd said too much. "Get busy," he called out to the two men. Lauren saw the men push open a door at the back of the stable. They each led one horse out the door. A few moments later, they came back into the stable, clearly intending to help themselves to more horses. Lauren knew she had to do something. She couldn't let Murray and his men get away with this. If she called out, how long would it take for help to come? The ranch hands' bunkhouse was a short distance behind the stable. Maybe they'd make it in time to stop Murray.




As if reading her mind, Murray shook his head. "Don't go thinking to do anything stupid now," he growled. Murray leaned even closer. When he spoke, it was in a quiet voice, filled with threat. "You've given me a real problem. You know that. But, this is the last time we'll be helping ourselves to prime horses. We'll be out of this territory by tomorrow." He narrowed his eyes. "Still. I need to be sure you'll stay quiet about all of this."




Lauren met Murray's gaze with a fiery look of her own. She tightened her jaw, determined to show him she wouldn't allow him to make her feel fear. Inside though, she was quaking. Her father had always taught her never to let bullies win. Murray's gaze flicked slightly to his left when he heard a sudden sound from one of the horse stalls. That was all the chance Lauren needed. Ducking low and grasping her skirts, she sprinted for the open double doors. From behind her, she heard Murray curse. For a long moment she waited to hear the roar of a gun, but it didn't come. Stumbling on the straw-covered floor, she reached out, preparing to push the doors open wide and make her dash for freedom.




She heard the heavy sounds of Murray's pursuit, his booted feet thudding on the ground. He couldn't be far away. She was sure of it. Lauren prepared to be seized, tensing her body, ready to kick out. 




Then, suddenly, the doors were wrenched open by unseen hands. Lauren tumbled to her knees and looked up as she fell. Her face crashing toward the floor, Lauren saw, out of the edge of her vision, three figures standing at the door. Men dressed in full rancher outfits. Each held a gun pointed into the stable. Each had expressions of tense rage as they regarded the scene. A sudden relief swept through Lauren as she recognized who had come to her rescue.




Baxter men. Gabe, Kyle and Landon.




Lauren fell to the floor with a heavy thud. There was a sudden movement at her side and one of the men, Gabe, was there by her side. He didn't reach down for her. Not yet. His grim expression told her there was something more important he had to do. She understood that. Gabe kicked out. Lauren heard the crunch of Gabe's booted foot against Murray's soft flesh. There was a loud groan of pain. Turning, she saw Murray crash to the ground, his pistol flying out of his hand. Murray's body formed an undignified, very still, heap. 




Then Lauren heard a voice echo inside the stable. Kyle Baxter's voice. "Freeze!" he roared. Glancing at Kyle she saw he had his gun trained on the two men at the back of the stable who thrust their hands in the air. Sitting upright, Lauren saw Landon move quickly. He kicked Murray's gun away and pointed his own straight at the half-conscious man. It had all happened in the blink of an eye. Almost too fast for Lauren to comprehend. And not a shot had been fired.




Gabe came to her. Kneeling down, he reached out. Lauren looked into Gabe's eyes and saw fear in them. Apprehension was written across his features. "Lauren!" he gasped. "Tell me you're not hurt." His voice shook with emotion. Sitting up, Lauren shifted some loose hairs away from her face. She nodded, still not able to smile at him. "I'm not hurt, Gabe. I'm fine." She glanced toward Murray and saw the man begin to stir. Landon stood over him, making sure Murray didn't get any ideas of causing more trouble.




Gabe took Lauren by the arms and gently helped her to her feet. She swept the dirt from her skirts and tried to compose herself. Everything had happened so quickly. She squinted at Gabe. He was still holding her arms. Lauren wasn't about to ask him to let go. She liked the feel of his touch. "How did you and your brothers know about this?" she asked.




Gabe glanced over at Kyle, who was persuading Murray's two accomplices to sit down on the floor with their hands on their heads. "Kyle's the one we have to thank. He's been watching Murray ever since the thefts started." Gabe glanced at Murray who still looked groggy. "Murray was shooting off his mouth. He even wanted Kyle to be in on it." Gabe smiled. "But my brother had other ideas." Gabe looked across at Kyle. "Isn't that right?" he called out.




Kyle shrugged. "I was only doing what the Lord called me to do. The right thing for my family. And for the law."




Gabe and Kyle exchanged smiles. Lauren recalled all Gabe's concerns about Kyle. It seemed there had been a perfectly good reason for Kyle's recent behavior. Fooling Murray into thinking he was on his side had been Kyle's plan. And it had worked.




Lauren heard footsteps from outside the stable. Josh and Wyatt appeared at the open doors. They both gazed at the scene, clearly astonished. "What happened?" Josh demanded.




"You had some unwelcome visitors," Gabe explained. "We didn't have time to warn you." Gabe ran a satisfied gaze around the stable. "Everything is fine now. All under control."




Josh looked wide-eyed at Lauren. Seeing that she was obviously shaken up, he came to her. "Lauren! Are you okay?"




Lauren nodded, seeing the same expression of concern in Wyatt's eyes. She smiled. "I'm fine, Josh." Glancing at Gabe, Landon and Kyle. "Thanks to these men."




Then her father appeared with Grace and Victoria by his side. Lauren reassured them she was fine and then told her father she'd explain later how she'd managed to get herself into a situation like this. Zacharias looked from her to Gabe and nodded. Explanations were for another time, Lauren told herself. For the moment, she was happy to let Gabe rest his arm across her shoulder, lead her slowly out of the stable and into the cool night air. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT







Lauren walked side by side with Gabe. She didn't care that everyone was watching her and Gabe. The time to be worried about such things was over. They made their way past the three horses which belonged to the Baxter men. Pausing near the front porch of the Munro ranch house, Gabe finally let his arm slip from her shoulders. They hadn't said a word to each other as they'd walked across the yard. She heard voices in the stable as things were being sorted out. "What'll happen to Murray and his men?" she asked.




Gabe narrowed his eyes. "We'll take them down to the sheriff." A smile creased the corner of his lips. "Make sure they're comfortably settled in the jailhouse, where they belong." Gabe sighed. "Then? I'm sure they'll get a fair trial."




Lauren nodded thoughtfully. Wrapping her arms around herself, she shivered. Gabe frowned and slipped off his heavy jacket. She let him drape it over her shoulders, all the while gazing up into his dark eyes. She felt the heat of his body on the jacket. The warmth was comforting. Gabe looked at her with a steady expression. Was he wondering what he should do next? For a moment, she found it impossible to read his features. He was holding something back, she told herself. Lauren glanced across at the stable and saw Grace and Victoria watching her and Gabe. They turned away quickly when they saw Lauren looking at them. What did they think was about to happen?




"Are you sure you're not hurt," Gabe asked. He reached across and caressed her shoulder. Instinctively, she leaned her head to one side as he did so. She liked the way he was touching her. Softly and tenderly. "You took a heavy fall," Gabe said. He frowned. "I was worried you might have been injured."




"I was trying to get away from Murray," she explained. "He had a gun on me, so I had to move fast."




At the mention of the gun, Lauren saw Gabe's jaw tighten and his eyes widen with barely disguised indignation. "He's lucky we're not men of violence," Gabe declared softly.




Then, he surprised her. Moving his hand quickly, he settled his fingertips beneath her chin. Lauren's mouth opened with surprise. Gabe gently lifted her chin and gazed into her eyes. There was an intensity in those eyes. A passion she'd seen before. When he spoke his voice was low and quietly decisive. "I wouldn't have been able to live with myself if anything had happened to you."




Lauren's heart quickened. She could not shift her gaze from his startlingly steady eyes. Determination had tightened his perfect jawline. Feeling that it was the right thing to do, she lifted a hand to his stubble-covered cheek and ran her fingers across the roughness. "I'm glad you came," she said sincerely. "Really, I am."




Instantly, his features softened with obvious delight. He moved closer to her. For a moment, she was sure he was going to lean his head down and kiss her. But, he restrained himself, drawing in a deep breath. Disappointment flared into life in her heart. Removing his hand from beneath her chin, Gabe shifted on his heels and cleared his throat, his eyes shifting hesitantly, clearly unsettled by something which was on his mind. Voices drifted across the air from the stable as final preparations were made to take Murray and his accomplices into town.




She knew he would be leaving soon. Wondering what it would mean if he did, she tried to come up with words which would express how she felt. He'd rescued her; fought for her; saved her. Gabe would never have done that if he didn't feel strongly about her, she told herself. His planned visit tomorrow suddenly seemed like it was an eternity away. Impatience swelled within her.




As if sensing her impatience, Gabe straightened his shoulders. Reaching down quickly he startled her by seizing her hands. Holding them tenderly in his powerful grasp, he peered intently into her eyes. She could see he was desperate to say something. "Lauren. I need to tell you something real important Something true. And right now seems like the perfect time." He drew in a deep breath. His gaze softened. "I love you, Lauren Munro."




She gasped. Her heart began to thunder and her pulse raced. Feeling suddenly unsteady on her feet, she curled her fingers around Gabe's, holding on. Managing to smile, she gazed into his dark eyes. There was only one thing she could say to that, she told herself. "And I love you, Gabriel Baxter."




Gabe's brows shot up together and he smiled. "You do?" Emotion shook his voice. Now it was his turn to gasp. Delight was written across his features. Gabe's face flushed red as the truth of her words hit him with full force.




Lauren shook her head and laughed quietly with her own delight. Gabe's eyes narrowed slightly. His gaze was filled with love and appreciation. His head dipped slowly and his lips settled upon hers. Sensation overwhelmed Lauren as Gabe kissed her tenderly. His scent, manly and intoxicating, filled her senses. Releasing her hands, he embraced her, drawing her against him. Lauren lifted her hands up to Gabe's shoulders, feeling the power in his broad physique. It felt good to be in Gabe's embrace. For a long moment she allowed herself to be swept up in his arms, in his embrace and in his love.




Then, reacting once again to the sound of voices from the stable, Lauren felt Gabe's body tighten. Lifting his head, the kiss suddenly ended, Gabe gazed into Lauren's eyes. He was so close she could feel his soft breath against her cheeks. Gabe ran his gaze across her features, regarding Lauren as if she was the most precious thing in the world to him. And that was exactly how his kiss had made her feel. Loved. Needed.




"I've been a fool," Gabe admitted breathlessly. "I waited too long to tell you how I feel. And I hung back from telling you all the reasons why I needed you in my life."




Lauren smiled gently. "You don't need to explain anything. There's nothing more to say about any of that." She ran her hands along the side of his face. "All that matters is that we love each other."




Gabe nodded. "God brought us together because He knows we belong with each other. And He wouldn't let anything tear us apart." There was utter conviction in Gabe's voice. A resolve she hadn't heard before. "That's wonderful enough, don't you think?" he concluded with a smile.




Lauren nodded. "I think the Lord wants the best for us all."




The corner of Gabe's eyes creased with delight. "He does," Gabe murmured. 




From the stable, she heard Landon call Gabe's name. Gabe glanced toward the stable but didn't react to the call. She didn't want him to leave. Not now they'd said those words to one another. Not now the truth had been spoken, at last. Lauren wanted this moment to continue forever. "What about tomorrow?" she asked.




"What about it?" Gabe asked, his brows furrowing.




"Are you still planning to come over for a visit?" she asked.




Gabe thought for a long moment. Then, as if he'd made his mind up, he shook his head firmly. "I won't be coming over like I planned," he stated. 




Lauren felt her heart sink. "You won't ?"




Gabe shook his head slowly. "There's no point."




Lauren swallowed. "Why not?" she just about managed to say through her tight throat. Her heart pounding faster, she peered up into Gabe's eyes and saw something flicker into life. A hint of mischievousness.




Taking Lauren's hands again, Gabe peered intently at her. "I won't be coming because, right now, I'm going to do what I was planning on doing tomorrow."




Lauren gasped as Gabe sank down onto one knee. Lauren's eyes widened as she looked down at Gabe, seeing his eager and determined expression. She let out a little whine of delight. Gabe held her hands tightly in his own. She couldn't take her eyes off his face. Lauren knew exactly what he was going to say. 




"Lauren Munro," Gabe said decisively. "You know how much I love you. How much I want you in my life. There's only one question I need to ask you."




Lauren's heartbeat was racing faster than a stallion's hoofbeats. "There is?"




Gabe nodded firmly. He took in one last deep breath and gazed up at Lauren. "Will you do me the great honor of agreeing to become my wife?" On that last word, Gabe's voice finally cracked with emotion. It was almost as if he couldn't believe what he was saying.




Lauren gazed down at Gabe. She could see the love in his eyes. Her heart filled with joy. She didn't want to make him wait for her answer. He'd already waited long enough. Lauren nodded. "Of course I will, Gabe," she said. 




"You will?" he exclaimed. 




Did he doubt what she'd just said? How could he? She'd never been more certain of anything in her life. "I will marry you," she said softly. This time her own voice weakened with emotion. 




Gabe rose and faced her, still holding onto her hands. He looked almost shocked. Lauren felt her hands shaking. Gabe swept Lauren into his arms and kissed her again. Lauren settled into Gabe's embrace, welcoming the peace which had taken hold of her. A wondrous peace which filled her entire being. The Lord had brought this amazing man into her life. All she could feel was an overwhelming sense of gratitude.




Finally, the kiss ended. Gabe held Lauren in his arms, gazing longingly into her eyes. Then he spoke, quietly and sincerely: "I promise to do everything in my power to make you happy. The Lord has blessed me with the most beautiful and wonderful woman on this earth. I will cherish and love you forever."




His words sent waves of delight crashing over her. Resting her hand against the side of his face, she smiled. "And I will do all I can to be a good and loving wife to you."




Gabe smiled contentedly. Lauren heard voices from the stable. Glancing over Gabe's shoulder she saw Grace, Victoria and Zacharias coming toward them. "I think we better get ready to give everyone the good news."




Turning, Gabe saw the others. "You're right." He looked at Lauren. "What do you think they'll say?"




Lauren tilted her head. "I think they've all known this was coming for quite some time."




Gabe nodded thoughtfully. "I think you might be right." He lowered his head and spoke in a quiet voice. "Looks like you and I were the last to know we loved each other."




Lauren touched Gabe's chin with the tip of her finger. She grinned mischievously. "Well, we've got plenty of time to fix that, haven't we?"




Gabe smiled and leaned in closer to Lauren. She knew she'd never get tired of seeing Gabe look at her with such love. "We have the rest of our lives together," he murmured.




Lauren smiled at Gabe. And then he kissed her.







THE END







The Brides of Inspiration series will continue in the next novel which will tell the story of Kyle Baxter's search for love.
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