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Kansas, 1866 If I only do one good thing in my life, I’m getting my brother home. The bitter temperature 
and steady snowfall slowed the Holt brothers’ progress. Lonnie nudged his brother’s shoulder to awaken 
him.  
“Hey.” He dusted snowflakes off Jed. Jed’s chin drooped deeper on his chest. Don’t you dare fall asleep in 
this cold. “Jedidiah Ezekiel Holt, wake on up.” Lonnie imitated their mother’s gentle tone.  

“Ma, I’m up.” Jed rubbed his eyes then glared at his twin. “Ain’t funny. A grown man resortin’ to 
such a childish prank.”  
Jed’s chuckle relieved some of Lonnie’s anxiety. “Figured it’d be better than slappin’ you headlong into 
the snow.” He held the reins one-handed and adjusted the lap robe securely around his brother. Jed pushed 
his hand away.  

“You’re freezin’ too.” Jed spread it across their laps and shoved his gloved hands into his pockets.  
“I’m fine,” Lonnie growled and then whistled to encourage the plodding horses to pick up their                

pace. He switched hands on the reins and shoved the other between his legs to warm it.  
“You still need to gain a mite more weight. Since you got back from the war, you ain’t et enough                    

to keep a squirrel alive,” Lonnie said. Jed’s appearance had startled him when he’d met his train in Omaha.                   
Father,  
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forgive me for listening to Jed’s insistence. We shoulda waited until spring to come. In a few more months                   
he’d be stronger. That Confederate prison camp had nearly taken his last brother from him.  

Jed flipped his collar up. “Last week you said I et like a sparrow, so I must be improvin’.” He 
ducked his head lower in the too-large coat.  



The bracing wind twisted the whiteness in circles before them. The horses trudged on as the snow                 
deepened. Lonnie sure hoped they were still on the road. He looked back to see how his saddle horse,                   
Drake, was fairing tied to the back of the wagon.  
Jed fell silent again. He better keep talking, keep him awake. “You’ll always be the better-lookin’ one even 

if you’re skinny as a garter snake.” Jed shook his head. “We’re both good-lookin’. Your scar makes you 
more distinguished. The ladies will swoon.”  

Lonnie cringed. Jed’s reference to the C branded on his face for refusing to take up arms caused                  
his jaw to tighten. He brushed his gloved hand over the scraggly part of his beard that barely covered the                    
brand, then glanced at Jed’s hollow cheeks—a gift from prison camp. Though twenty-five, someone could               
mistake them for much older men.  
“I miss Ma.” Jed sighed and pulled the lap robe closer. “And Willy and Leroy too.” Guilt and grief 
encircled Lonnie like the snow. He hadn’t been able to stop his younger brothers from enlisting in the 
Confederate army any more than he could have saved Ma from the fire.  
“The boys woulda loved workin’ Uncle Clyde’s ranch.” Jed smiled. Lonnie words grated past his tightened 

throat. “I shoulda tried harder to stop ’em.”  
Jed nudged him. “Shouldas are past, and the ranch is our future. Keep your mind on that, 

brother.”  
Jed made it sound so easy ... “Lookin’ forward to a fresh start.” Jed’s dark-ringed eyes danced with 
excitement. “Back east they’re clamorin’ for beef.”  
Lonnie gripped the reins harder. “I reckon’.” “You spent too much time as a hermit.” Jed put his gloved 
hands into his armpits. “Time to come back to the world.”  

Three years in a mountain cabin in Colorado hadn’t lessened Lonnie’s pain. I failed the family. I                 
shoulda stayed insteada runnin’. Pacifist turned coward. God forgive me.  

The prospect of rebuilding the ranch they’d inherited from Uncle Clyde seemed to revive Jed. 
That was the only reason Lonnie had agreed  
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to accept the inheritance and join his brother on this venture in Kansas. The long days on the trail from the 
train station in Omaha, Nebraska, had been uneventful until the snow. Now he regretted not purchasing a 

covered wagon. Jed could be nestled between the supplies, protected from the elements. I gotta get him 
home safe.  

Lonnie glimpsed a cross atop the barn in the distance. Uncle Clyde’s familiar declaration of faith. 
He sighed.  

“The ranch be just around the bend.” Lonnie whistled to the horses to pick up their pace and                  
nudged his brother, who’d slumped forward again.  

“Hey, lookee there.” Jed pointed at the ranch house as they drew near. Smoke billowed out the 
chimney.  

“What in the Sam ...” Lonnie slowed the horses and pulled the wagon behind the barn. “You stay 



here.”  
“I ain’t sittin’ and waitin’.” Jed grabbed his rifle. “I can handle myself, and you ain’t goin’ alone.”  

No sense arguing. The snow silenced their footsteps. Jed peeked in the window. “Someone’s tendin’ the 
stove wearin’ Uncle Clyde’s coat.”  

Fire burned in Lonnie’s belly as he stared in the window. Not again. He reached the front porch                  
before Jed. His fury in check, he eased opened the door.  

A shotgun greeted his chest. “I know how to use it.” The tiny female held the gun awkwardly, her 
hands shaking. Lonnie almost laughed. “I doubt it.” “You doubt I’ll shoot you?” She repositioned her feet 
and aimed higher toward his head.  

Jed joined Lonnie in the open doorway. Her eyes widened, but she didn’t move. “Get out. Both of 
you.”  

Lonnie handed his rifle to Jed, stepped forward, and yanked the shotgun from her hands. “Hard to shoot 
with the hammer not cocked.” The woman ran toward the window. Lonnie caught her by the waist in a few 
steps. She squirmed away and fell to her knees, his uncle’s coat almost swallowing her tiny frame, her arms 

protecting her face. “Don’t hurt me.”  
He stared at the glistening brown eyes of the frightened creature, his tongue lifeless.  
Jed came into the house and shut the door behind him. “We ain’t plannin’ on hurtin’ you.” He 

helped her to a kitchen chair while Lonnie  
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stared. His brother, ever the gallant one. “Who are you and why are you in our house?”  
“Your house? Liar.” The woman spat the words out. Fire in her cinnamon-colored eyes. “This is 

Clyde Holt’s ranch.”  
“Was.” Lonnie found his voice. “He died, and now it’s ours.” She gasped. “Did you kill him?” “Well, no.” 
The false accusation stung like so many from his past. The innocent face bore no malice, though fear 
trembled in her voice. No doubt due to his scars. Pain rested in his chest.  

Jed shook his head and smiled at the quivering woman. “We inherited it. Clyde was our uncle.                 
We can show you the legal paper.” Jed always explained things better.  

Tears glistened in her eyes. She sniffled then straightened her back and stared at Jed.  
“I’m so sorry. Months ago, he hired me by correspondence. He wrote he might not be home when 

I arrived. He told me to wait for him.”  
“How long you been waitin’?” Lonnie asked. “Two months.” “Two months? Land sakes, woman, after a 
few days a sane person woulda gone on their way.” She cringed, and Lonnie wished he’d said that a whole 
lot nicer.  

“Don’t mind my brother, he speaks without thinkin’.” Jed winked at him while rubbing his hands                
before the fire. Lonnie joined him, positioning himself so his scarred side was hidden from her.  

He let the fire’s heat chase the chill from his body while his mind fought to find some manners. A                    



glance out the window at the thickening snowfall told him the scared filly would not be leaving anytime                  
soon ... which both irritated and intrigued him.  

 
  


