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      White puffy clouds drifted slowly across the blue sky.

      The morning air was clean, not yet heavy with the moist heat that lasted from mid-morning to late afternoon. The heat in north Louisiana was almost intolerable. But right now the air was scented with the clean smell of honeysuckle and the blades of grass were coated with dew.

      There was a low hum coming from the workers in the cotton fields. It was soothing and normal.

      Something Gabriella McConnell would miss.

      Unlike the heat.

      Gabriella walked slowly toward the gazebo behind the big two-story house. Her family called it a farmhouse, but she knew that it wasn’t a normal farmhouse. It was bigger than any of their neighbor’s houses. It had enough bedrooms for everyone in her family to have their own room.

      Of course now, they were left with two empty bedrooms since the boys had been moved out into a garçonnière years ago.

      Her huge family. One sister, Becca, and two brothers. The boys were the oldest and her sister the youngest.

      Becca had come along almost as an afterthought. Five years younger than Gabriella.

      Gabriella’s father had given Gabriella until this year to find a husband.

      Then she would marry the man of her father’s choosing.

      Her father had poor taste in men.

      But Gabriella couldn’t put her father off much longer.

      Fortunately, it seemed she wouldn’t have to.

      She was early for her rendezvous.

      Rendezvous.

      The word made her smile.

      It was a fitting description really.

      Her brother Mitchell had come home from the academy for the summer and brought his best friend with him.

      Joshua.

      Joshua had no family of his own to speak of, so the McConnell family had taken him in.

      Gabriella remembered the first time she’d seen Joshua.

      She’d been standing at the top of the stairs. She was wearing a new burgundy dress in honor of her brother’s return from academy.

      She saw her brother first. Good heavens, he’d changed in two years. He was tall and lean, wearing his uniform well. A handsome man if she did have to say so herself.

      As the grandfather clock in the foyer began tolling the hour, her brother stepped aside and another man, also wearing a uniform, stepped forward, sweeping the hat from his head.

      That was the first time she’d seen Joshua and her heart had known immediately.

      Gabriella was early for her rendezvous, but Joshua was already there. He leaned against one of the gazebo posts, his hands clasped in front, standing with legs wide in a soldierly stance.

      Gabriella’s heartbeat increased to a dangerous rate.

      He wasn’t wearing his uniform, so he looked different.

      More like a man from the city. She’d almost forgotten that he was from New Orleans. But right now, he looked every bit the part.

      She was hooked. Hook, line, and sinker.

      He grinned at her with that look that made her feel like the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen.

      She grinned back and went into his arms.

      His strong arms went around her and she wrapped her arms around his waist.

      He hugged her like he would never let her go, swaying with her ever so slightly to music that only he could hear.

      Then he shifted and she tilted her head up to his.

      He smiled, then pressed his lips to the corner of her mouth.

      Gabriella sighed and leaned into him.

      He kissed her lower lip, sucking gently.

      Every nerve in her body was on fire.

      Joshua reached down, put an arm beneath her knees, and picked her up.

      Gabriella gasped, but his lips stayed on hers.

      Taking a few steps, he sat on the bench inside the gazebo and settled her on his lap.

      “I missed you,” he said, nuzzling her ear now.

      His breath was warm against her skin and set her nerves on fire.

      “It’s only been a few hours since you saw me,” she said softly.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck and wove her fingers through his collar length hair.

      She couldn’t get close enough to him.

      In the two weeks since that day they’d met, they’d grown closer and closer every day.

      “It’s been an eternity,” he said.

      Fortunately, it was not only early in the morning, but the gazebo was covered by ivy.

      There was no one else around and no one could see them.

      His lips against hers, Joshua moved a hand to her ankle, touching the skin just above her boot.

      His lips teasing hers, he ever so slowly slid his hand up her calf. Slowly along the back of her knee. Then his fingertips trailed up the inside of her thigh.

      Gabriella shivered and held onto his shoulders.

      He knew just what to do. How to do it.

      After her world shattered into a thousand pieces and she regained her vision, she lay limp in his arms.

      He caressed her cheek, running his thumb lightly over her bottom lip before he kissed her again.

      “Will you wait for me?” he murmured against her ear.

      “What do you mean?” she asked, trying to focus.

      He removed his hand and straightened her skirts.

      “I’ll be leaving in the morning to join the army.”

      She shifted back and put a hand to her forehead.

      “No,” she said, shaking her head. “You have another four weeks.”

      Her brother had already signed up and was planning to leave in a month. She just assumed that Joshua would be going with him. To join the same regiment.

      The two of them seemed so tight.

      He tucked a strand of hair behind an ear.

      “We won’t be going in the same direction,” he said.

      “Oh.” Gabriella’s spirits fell. Somehow as long as Mitchell and Joshua were together, she felt tied to him.

      But if he was joining a different regiment, he could forget about her.

      “I’ll be back,” he said, wrapping his arms around her waist. “But there’s something I have to tell you.”
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      Gabriella sat next to Joshua. Both of her hands in his.

      She looked up into his clear blue eyes. Such beautiful blue eyes.

      When their gazes met, she couldn’t pull away. Couldn’t break the connection.

      Not even if she wanted to. Which she didn’t.

      However, at the moment, there was something troubling about the way he was looking at her.

      And he was leaving in the morning.

      In the morning.

      That was too soon.

      She didn’t want to be separated from him for even a moment, much less for the weeks it would take for this war to end.

      “Gabriella,” he said. “I’ll come back for you.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t think my father will let me wait much longer.”

      “I know,” he said, kissing the back of her hands. “That worries me, too. I’ll speak to your father.”

      She was already shaking her head.

      “He doesn’t know about us,” she said, feeling an inexplicable sense of panic.

      Her father already knew who he wanted her to marry. He had a couple of suitable men picked out.

      His idea of a suitable man was an older man. One was in his thirties and the other was a man in his mid-thirties. A man who lived in Memphis.

      That was Gabriella’s worst nightmare. Marrying an old man and having to leave her family.

      If her father knew about Joshua, he would stop them from seeing each other.

      Gabriella knew this in her bones. To her father, Joshua was a young, unsuitable man.

      He brought no wealth or status to the table.

      When, in fact, her father knew nothing about Joshua.

      Gabriella knew that Joshua was from New Orleans. That he was friends with her brother.

      And even more importantly, she knew how he made her feel.

      But her father wouldn’t understand that.

      He’d oppose it.

      Her father had very specific ideas as far as who his daughters would marry.

      Fortunately her sister, Becca, was too young have their father’s attention just yet.

      But as soon as Gabriella was married, he’d no doubt turn to marrying Becca off.

      “Gabriella,” Joshua said. “Your father doesn’t have to approve.”

      Gabriella felt a surge of something… panic… relief… hope.

      He was right, of course.

      But…

      “After the war’s over,” Joshua said. “you can come with me.”

      He was looking at her that way again and kissing the back of her hands. It was that look that sent her thoughts scattering.

      “To New Orleans?” she asked.

      Perhaps moving away from home wouldn’t be so bad, after all.

      “We can,” he said. “Or we can stay here.”

      Joshua looked around. “Actually I like it up here. It’s so much more peaceful than the New Orleans area.”

      “We’d have to convince my father,” she said.

      “I can,” Joshua said.

      Gabriella admired his confidence even though she wasn’t sure she believed him.

      “What did you want to talk to me about?” she asked.
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      The sun was coming up, drying the dew from the blades of grass.

      It would be hot soon.

      The heat would hit suddenly. It always did. Almost like stepping next to a hot fire on a cold day.

      Joshua was holding her hands so tightly.

      But she felt a sense of trepidation at his words.

      “What is it you want to tell me then?” she said, trying to keep her tone light.

      He took a deep breath.

      “The reason I’m leaving tomorrow is because I can’t fight with Mitchell.”

      “I see,” she said. Then shook her head. She didn’t see. “Why not?”

      “I can’t raise arms against my country.”

      She forced a smile. “But the south is your country,” she said. “our country.”

      Joshua shook his head.

      “Not like that. I’m an American.”

      Gabriella was holding her breath.

      “What are you going to do?” Her voice was soft, almost inaudible.

      “I’ve joined the Union army.”

      “You can’t,” she said. “You’re southern.”

      “I know this comes as a shock,” he said. “I promise I thought about it a lot. More than you can know.”

      Tears were stinging her eyes.

      This was almost more than she could bear.

      “But try not to worry,” he said. “The war won’t last long. They’ll come to their senses and stop this nonsense.”

      Gabriella smiled. “Yes,” she said. “It is nonsense.”

      He pulled her into a hug. “It’ll be over in no time and we’ll be married.”

      Gabriella didn’t answer.

      Even if she could get past this, her family never would.

      Especially her father.

      She needed to think about this.

      He shifted and pressed his lips against her.

      She’d think about it later.
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      Gabriella didn’t see Joshua again until the next morning.

      Her brother, Mitchell, occupied all his time. Apparently, Mitchell knew that Joshua was about to leave.

      And since no one knew that Mitchell and Gabriella had an interest in each other, no one bothered to give him any space to see her.

      Gabriella moped in her room.

      Her thoughts went around in circles.

      She wanted to be with Joshua.

      He hadn’t proposed—he had to speak to her father first—but he was talking about marrying her.

      He was also talking about leaving to fight for the Union army.

      She was still in a bit of shock that a southern man like Joshua would turn against the Confederacy—his own homeland—and bear arms against his brothers.

      Against his best friend. Gabriella’s brother.

      As much as she was in love with Joshua, that was the thought that got her tangled up the most.

      Joshua was going to fight against her brother Mitchell.

      She couldn’t stop picturing the two of them standing on the battlefield, holding a gun against each other.

      How could she reconcile her feelings for the two of them when they were going to fighting against each other.

      And Joshua was the one at fault.

      He was the one who was choosing to fight against his homeland. The Confederacy.

      It was just unthinkable.

      She couldn’t get past it.

      So the next morning, instead of seeing Joshua off, she laid in her bed, buried her head beneath the blankets, and cried until she could cry no more.

      She couldn’t bear the thought of loving a man who would take the risk of killing her brother.

      She didn’t have it in her.
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        One month later

      

      

      Gabriella stood at the top of the stairs in her father’s home.

      Today was her wedding day.

      Today she would become Mrs. Marcus Davenport.

      The wife of a prominent Memphis business man.

      Tomorrow she would leave her family and travel to Memphis.

      When Joshua left, he’d taken her spirit with him.

      She hadn’t had the strength to fight her father any longer.

      When he’d arranged her marriage with Marcus, she’d merely been swept along in the tide.

      It was odd, though, to think that she’d soon be married to a man she’d never even had a conversation with.

      She stood at the top of the stairs. Listened to the happy music drifting up from downstairs.

      She wore a lovely gown that had been specially made for today’s occasion.

      It was a silvery gray gown—in honor of the Confederacy—with full skirts and lots of silky layers.

      It was beautiful, but Gabriella had very little interest in it.

      It almost made her sick to even look at herself in the mirror.

      Her sister didn’t understand. Didn’t even try to understand, truth be told.

      Becca was upset and would barely even speak to Gabriella. Her sister couldn’t get past Gabriella’s leaving her.

      It just made things worse.

      Gabriella might have been much better off if she’d had her sister to talk to about everything that was going on.

      But instead, she was alienated.

      As she walked down and stepped onto the landing, she looked out the window. The gazebo was below.

      The gazebo where she’d last been with Joshua.

      The memory brought a flush to her cheeks.

      She couldn’t stop thinking about him.

      But he’d made his choice.

      He’d made his choice and he’d left her here.

      She lifted her chin and continued down the stairs. She hid her face beneath a gauzy veil. A veil that hid the tears that threatened to fall from her eyes.

      Her father was there, waiting for her at the bottom of the stairs.

      There were red roses all around the room, filling the room with a fresh scent that was nearly overwhelming in the summer heat.

      She couldn’t even look at her father.

      Neither one of them spoke. They didn’t have to.

      Along with her teary eyes, the veil hid her trembling chin.

      They walked into the parlor where Marcus waited.

      He was, surprisingly, a tall, lean man wearing a gray officer’s uniform.

      Her father led her past her sister, her brothers, and her mother. Her mother smiled proudly, but her sister kept her gaze down. Becca wouldn’t even look at her.

      It broke Gabriella’s heart.

      Then she saw Marcus standing near the fireplace, his hands behind his back.

      He was more handsome than she was prepared for. She’d met him once, but it had been over a year ago and when she’d been introduced, she hadn’t paid him any mind.

      She’d merely seen him as one of her father’s friends.

      Not a man of any concern of hers.

      Now she was standing next to him about to become his wife.

      And all she could think about was Joshua.

      She shouldn’t have let him leave without her.

      The sense of panic was almost overwhelming. So overwhelming that it was all she could do not to turn and run out of the room.

      But Gabriella was a southern lady. Born and bred to do the right thing.

      She would not be one to create a scandal. Not even if it meant she’d spend the rest of her life being miserable.

      In love with one man, but married to another.

      Marcus turned and smiled at her.

      She saw kindness in that smile.

      Perhaps he would be a kind man.

      Kindness and understanding were more than she could have hoped for.

      Marcus took her hand and held it lightly in his.

      So different from the way Joshua had held her hand so tightly. Like he’d never let her go.

      But he had let her go.

      He’d walked right out of her life.

      And chosen his misguided convictions over her.

      She lifted her chin, blinked back her tears.

      She was at a crossroads.

      And it was time for her to reconcile her choices.

      She had a man here, perhaps a kind mind, who would care for her.

      Stay with her even.

      Sure, he’d fight.

      But at least he was on the right side of the war.

      She would make the best of it.

      She decided right then and there that she’d spend no more time pining after a man who’d chosen to leave her.

      Instead, she’d put everything she had into learning to love this man.

      And by the time she spoke the words to love, honor, and obey him, she believed them.

      Marcus lifted the veil and kissed her on the cheek.

      She gave him a little smile.

      “I’ll take of you, little one,” he said.

      And Gabriella believed him.

      They turned and faced her family together.

      Husband and wife.

      She was married to an officer in the Confederate army. She’d done what was expected of her. Her duty to her country.

      She tucked her love for Joshua deeply into her heart.

      In a place where it could live undisturbed. A place where she could protect it and cherish it.

      But at the same time, it would be deep enough that she could go on. Enough that she could live her life to the fullest.

      And Gabriella suddenly understood what so many poets and writers knew.

      It was better to have loved and lost than to never have loved at all.

      And now that she’d love with her whole heart, she could love again.

      She could love this man who’d been chosen for her.
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      Ashley Wyatt leaned forward and coasted toward the last stretch of the trail before the final push to the parking lot.

      A golden retriever chasing a frisbee dashed fearlessly in front of her. A young lady on roller skates, with impressive speed, passed by her on the left. Children on a merry-go-round and a little slide, laughed and squealed as their parents watched.

      Ashely tightened her grip on the handlebars of her off-road bicycle. The bicycle had been a high school graduation gift from her father. It was the last thing he’d given her before he left for Afghanistan. They’d sent him home on a plane in a coffin draped with a flag.

      She distracted herself from her own thoughts by watching a mother duck leading her four ducklings along the pond. She slowed down and watched the mother duck jump into the water, then turn, flapping her wings and quacking, as the ducklings jumped, one by one, into the water behind her.

      She rounded a curve where someone was grilling hamburgers. Being a vegetarian didn’t stop Ashley’s mouth from watering.

      The weather was perfect. It wasn’t hot and it wasn’t cold. White puffy clouds decorated the sky and the noon sunlight lit everything with a life-affirming brightness. It was just flat perfect.

      Spring was Ashley’s favorite time of the year. Her eyes misted with unshed tears at the knowledge that this was her last Spring in Birmingham.

      It didn’t matter how many times she reminded herself that it had been her choice to leave Alabama. She was the one who had applied to Boston University. And with her APA internship in clinical psychology, she was the envy of most students in her class.

      Even her professors seemed to be impressed. Not every student from the University of Alabama got an APA internship, especially not in such a competitive counseling center as Boston University. She was actually the first intern in their program to get a match in Boston.

      At the edge of the parking lot, Ashley slid off her bicycle and pushed it the rest of the way to her SUV. Loading the bicycle was a bit difficult since it weighed about as much as she did, but she had figured out a system that worked.

      As she drove away from the park where she’d spent hours and hours over the last three years of graduate school, she felt sad that this was very likely the last time she’d visit this park.

      But she couldn’t squash the foreboding feeling that left her with a lump in her throat.
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      “All flights are cancelled.” Ashley’s roommate, Charlie, speared an olive with a toothpick and turned back to the Weather Channel.

      “What?” Ashley stuffed her passport into her purse and turned her attention to the little television in their kitchen. “No.” She backed onto the nearest dining room chair.

      She was going to miss the little cottage she shared with Charlie, a first year graduate student. Fortunately, they shared a similar decorating style. Books. Books everywhere.

      Ashley had a nightstand she’d built out of monthly psychology journals. If it got much higher, though, it would be a pillar and not a table.

      Ashley was leaving all her books and journals behind with Charlie. After months of deliberation, she’d decided to travel light.

      She was taking two suitcases and her MacBook. And about ten flash drives. She had all the various stages of her dissertation, not only on her computer, but also backed up on the cloud, and flash drives everywhere.

      The one story she’d heard about a malfunctioning flash drive was one story too many.

      Right now, though, she had a more immediate problem. She’d put off getting to Boston just a little too long. Most students started their internships in the Fall, but Ashley had chosen to add on a summer program offered to help students finish up their dissertations before tackling the arduous year of internship.

      The first class was in two days. She’d given herself just enough time to travel there and get the keys to the little studio apartment she’d rented online.

      But now her flight was cancelled. Her thoughts raced in a hundred different directions.

      She couldn’t drive. She’d sold her SUV in a last minute deal to one of the incoming graduate students. Besides, it was too far. There was no way she could get there in two days even if she still had her vehicle.

      A bus would take too long, too.

      It wasn’t possible. “I can’t get there.” She’d have to call and tell them she couldn’t make it. So much for making a good first impression.

      Charlie sat down next to her. “Sure you can.”

      For a split second, Ashley thought Charlie was going to offer to drive her. But, no, there wasn’t time. “How? It’s too far to drive.”

      “Take the train.” Charlie slid her iPad across the table, opened it, and tapped the screen. “You can be there in four and a half hours.”

      “Seriously? A train?” Ashley bit her fingernail.

      “Amtrak. We used to visit my grandmother every summer by train. It’s nice.”

      Ashley came from a family that spent summer vacations crammed into a car driving for hours. Then as a college student, she’d discovered flying. Since she’d been raised outside of Dallas and her mother still lived there, she flew regularly.

      But a train? A train wouldn’t be delayed by weather.

      “You can buy a ticket and leave just after lunch. Be there for dinner.” Charlie turned the iPad around for Ashley to see.

      “There’s a station in Birmingham?”

      “Fifteen minutes from here.”

      A train. And it was so much cheaper than flying. “Who knew?”

      Charlie took back her iPad. “There’s no direct route from here to Dallas. You wouldn’t have reason to know.”

      Ashley smiled. Charlie’s no-nonsense attitude was enviable. She was going to make a great psychologist.

      “I’m guess I’m going by train.”

      “Why not?” Charlie grinned. “It’ll be an adventure.”
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      Ashley swiped her credit card and waited for her ticket. She seemed to be the only person who wasn’t familiar with the system.

      While Ashley’s heart was beating a hundred to nothing, everyone else waiting for the train was sitting around calmly reading or talking to others. Charlie had dropped her off and headed back home. She still had a final exam to study for.

      Taking the ticket after the clerk slid it through the window, Ashley took a deep breath. She could do this.

      She found an empty spot on one of the wooden benches and sat down. The thunderstorm rumbled outside as predicted. Though it was early afternoon, it looked like nighttime outside.

      The man next to her ate a hamburger. Normally it didn’t bother her when other people ate beef, but with her anxiety about this trip, the smell made her nauseated.

      I’m being silly. She told herself there was nothing to worry about. It was just a train. At least she didn’t have to worry about being in the air. Flying wasn’t exactly her favorite thing anyway.

      She took out her phone and checked her email. Nothing new.

      She sent a quick text to her mother. Will call when I get there. Love you.

      A few minutes later, the announcement to board had everyone up rushing to get in line. She stood up and waited. With assigned seats, there was no rush to get aboard.

      The line moved surprisingly quickly though and soon she was headed down the aisle to her seat.

      She checked her ticket again. She was in seat 2B.

      There were two seats on each side of the aisle and she had her side to herself. The seats were actually more comfortable than those on airplanes. They were bigger, further apart, and plush. She had plenty of room to stretch out her legs. This wasn’t going to be so bad.

      She put her computer bag on the seat next to her and settled in. She kept her purse strapped over her shoulders and tucked it beside her. The overhead vent shot cold air onto her head. She checked, but didn’t see any way to adjust it.

      She was thankful she’d worn a blue jean jacket. She had on a comfortable solid blue dress with a full skirt that fell to her mid-calves and black ankle boots.

      As the train left the station, she relaxed. It was a lot like riding in a really fast car. She stared at the countryside awhile as it clipped past.

      Her eyelids grew heavy and she closed her eyes. Just for a few minutes.

      This was going to be an adventure. Her professor’s words came back to her. You don’t have to like it. You just have to do it.

      She’d only be in Boston for fifteen months. While she was there, she would start applying for jobs. She could apply in Alabama and Dallas even though the odds of finding a teaching position at a university in those areas was going to be next to impossible.

      She didn’t have a husband or even a boyfriend to worry about. She was free to move around the country as needed.

      She could end up anywhere.

      An adventure.
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      Ashley woke disoriented.

      She never fell asleep on an airplane. But she quickly remembered that she was on a train. The seat beneath her was a hard wooden bench.

      She thought she’d been sitting on a plush cloth seat.

      She reached for her computer bag on the seat beside her.

      But instead of her leather computer bag, her hand touched… a person.

      She jerked her hand back and slowly turned to see who was sitting next to her.

      A man, perhaps three or four years older than she was, looked up from a newspaper he had stretched out in front of his face, and frowned at her.

      “Oh.” She clutched her hands to her chest. “I’m so sorry.”

      He shook his head. “It quite alright. I just didn’t see you sit down.”

      He was clean-shaven with sleek dark hair and kissable lips. He actually looked a lot like Jesse Metcalfe. She shook her head. Too many late-night Hallmark movies. She blamed Charlie for that.

      He was smiling now, but it was his eyes that really caught her attention. He was close enough that she could see little sparks of pale green shooting out from his deep blue smiling eyes.

      Her mind went blank and she felt a tingle against her cheek. Nothing more than the sensation of a fingertip sweeping across her skin.

      She dragged her eyes away from his and looked past him at the countryside. It was moving a lot slower now than it had been before she’d fallen asleep.

      “Where are we?” she asked, her gaze darting back to his.

      “Somewhere in Tennessee, I’d suspect.”

      “We’re not moving very fast.”

      He chuckled. “Funny.” He folded his newspaper and set it down on the seat on the other side of him.

      She saw then that he was dressed in a soldier’s uniform. It looked a lot like a Civil War Confederate uniform. Her dad had been a history buff and had dragged her and her mother to American history museums whenever he had gotten a chance. She and her mother hadn’t been all that interested, but they indulged him like he indulged them when they went to the mall.

      Maybe he was a reenactor. “Where are you headed?” she asked trying to remember which battlefields were in this area.

      “Somewhere north to join General Lee’s army.”

      “Of course,” she murmured.

      A conversation across the aisle caught her attention.

      “The Yanks don’t stand a chance against Stonewall Jackson.”

      “Not one bit. General Lee and Stonewall Jackson make a formidable enemy.”

      “A formidable enemy,” Ashley murmured to herself. The men across the aisle also wore the same type of vintage uniform. She craned her neck to see behind her, but the benches were too tall.

      She stood up and looked over the passengers in the train car behind her.

      They were Confederate soldiers, one and all.

      Gray uniforms. Gray caps. Weapons at their side.

      She was the only female in this sea of soldiers.
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      “You don’t look so good,” the soldier sitting next to Ashley commented after she’d sat back in her seat.

      She blew out a breath. “I don’t feel so good.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help? I’m not a doctor, but I’ve been trained in the field.”

      She put her fingertips over her eyes and shook her head. The train must have made a stop while she was sleeping. A cautionary tale, she thought. Never fall asleep on a train.

      She could check her phone to see where they were.

      Slipping her phone out of her purse, she entered her code to unlock the screen.

      No service.

      “Of course.” She sighed. “Do you know if the train has wi-fi?”

      “Why?” He looked genuinely perplexed.  “What?”

      “Never mind.” It didn’t matter anyway. She could use the time to read one of the journal articles she had saved on her computer. “Have you seen my computer bag?” She’d left it on the seat next to her.

      “No. Sorry. I haven’t seen a commuter bag.”

      Ashley stared at this man sitting next to her. If he was trying to stay in character, he was doing an awesome job.

      Her hand automatically went to her purse. Her flash drive was still there. As long as she had it, she hadn’t lost all her research. There were also copies in her suitcase. Nonetheless, she needed to find her computer.

      She leaned over to look under the seat, but stopped when her cheek brushed against his thigh.

      “Let me look,” he offered.

      He got onto the floor and looked beneath their seats. “Nothing there.”

      “I need to report it stolen.” She hoped she sounded a lot calmer than she felt. Buying a new computer was definitely not in her budget. And wouldn’t be until she had a real job. Then there were student loans…

      “When the conductor comes by, I’ll tell him.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “When did you get on the train?”

      “Since Tuscaloosa.” He adjusted his cap and stretched out his long legs.

      “Alabama?”

      He nodded. “Of course.” He was still watching her closely. As though he didn’t quite trust her.

      “Well, that can’t be.” She looked out the window. They passed a little farmhouse. A man was plowing a field with… a… horse and a plow…

      Something was definitely strange.

      She turned back to the man sitting next to her and held out her hand. She needed to ground herself. “My name’s Ashley.”

      He took her fingertips briefly in his. “I’m Lawrence.”

      She pulled her hand back. “Where did you say you boarded the train?”

      “Tuscaloosa.” He took his cap off and balanced it on his knee.

      “That’s not possible. That means you boarded before me.” She bit her thumbnail, trying to make sense of it all.

      “I was here when you sat down.” Lawrence shrugged.

      A man wearing an old-fashioned conductor’s uniform approached them.

      Lawrence held up his hand. “Excuse me, Sir.”

      The conductor stopped at their seat. “How can I help you, Lieutenant?”

      “The lady would like to report her commuter bag missing.”

      “Computer,” Ashley corrected under her breath.

      “Oh my. I don’t think any of our fine boys in gray would take anything from a lady.” He took off his cap, scratched his head, and looked at Ashley. “I don’t remember you being here before. And I would have remembered such a lovely lady.” His gaze strayed down to her boots and he raised an eyebrow. “Times are certainly hard.”

      Ashley self-consciously tucked her feet back. They were really taking this too far.

      “Can I see your ticket?” the conductor asked.

      “Sure,” Ashley said, reaching into her purse. She handed him her ticket.

      He studied it a minute. “You’re in the right seat. 2B. But I’m afraid this ticket is counterfeit.”

      Ashley’s jaw dropped. She’d paid good money for this ticket. And now they were trying to say that her ticket wasn’t valid?

      She was about to tell this man exactly what she thought about that. Even if it got her kicked off. Since she was probably getting kicked off anyway.

      Then before she could form her words, Lawrence put his arm around her and drew her close. “Actually she’s my wife. You may not have noticed her earlier because she was asleep.” He leaned forward and whispered. “She was so exhausted we didn’t take the extra time to get her a proper ticket. She’s with child.”

      Ashley gasped. “What?”

      “It’s all right,” Lawrence said, in her ear, but loud enough for the conductor to hear. “In this case I think we can break propriety. The conductor understands.”

      “Of course.” The conductor handed the ticket back. “But don’t be trying to pass that off as valid.” He looked at Lawrence now. “I’ll be back to collect her fare.”

      Ashley turned and face was merely inches from Lawrence’s face. “What just happened?”

      “Let me see that ticket.” He held out his hand. When she hesitated, he nodded and waited with outstretched hand until she gave it to him.

      “Where did you get this?” He turned the ticket over, studying each side.

      “I bought it.” Ashley didn’t try to hide her annoyance, but there was a feeling of fear forming in the pit of her stomach.

      “Well, whoever sold you this, love, took sore advantage of a lady.”

      “I don’t…” She forgot what she was going to say as she looked into his eyes.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of you.” He squeezed her shoulders before withdrawing his arm. “Please forgive me for being so forward. But I had to do something and that was the first thing I could think of.

      “But… why?” Ashley couldn’t figure why her brain wouldn’t work when she stared into this man’s eyes.

      “Because, my dear, it’s what any gentleman would do. What kind of hypocrite would I be wearing this uniform and fighting for the southern way of life if I failed to demonstrate chivalry when it’s needed?”

      “Lawrence,” she whispered, her gaze darting out the window. “What year is it?”

      He smiled. “I know. I know. It’s 1862 and all. But some things shouldn’t change with time. Chivalry should never go out of style no matter how modern we think we are.”

      Ashley didn’t respond. She couldn’t. She couldn’t move past his answer. 1862. They pulled into a train station in what must be a little town.

      She saw horse and buggies. Women in long dressed and bonnets. More soldiers. Everything fit 1862.

      It made sense now why the conductor had looked at her skirt – short according to 1862 standards – with reproof.

      But surely it wasn’t so.

      She looked back at Lawrence.

      And felt that little whisper on her cheek again.

      Being in 1862 might not be so bad.

      Not with a handsome soldier at her side.
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      Bailey Johnson had friends in high places.

      One friend, actually. And that one friend – Michelle – wasn’t looking very happy right now. Since Michelle was also her roommate, Bailey knew her well.

      Michelle was pacing. Pacing in front of the glass windows of the student union overlooking the empty courtyard. Though it was just after noon, it was dreary enough that it could have just as easily been dusk. Right now, Michelle’s head was down, her attention on her phone.

      Bailey added large paper cups into the dispenser until she couldn’t squeeze anymore into the tube. Then she moved to the medium cups and did the same thing.

      Michelle looked from her phone to the windy weather outside. Her friend had been talking about nothing but the weather all morning.

      “We need to go,” Michelle had said when the morning alarm went off in their dorm where they shared a room.

      “We should go now,” Michelle had said at breakfast over orange juice and jelly donuts.

      “I think it’s time to go,” Michelle had said as they walked out of biology class that had only lasted thirty minutes before the young male professor had informed them that campus was closing and they should strongly consider leaving while they could.

      And each time Baily had replied that she had to work until two o’clock.

      Since the campus had closed at Noon today, the student union’s rush hour had been about two dozen students grabbing something before they headed out. The scent of French fries and hamburgers still lingered in the air. Comfort food. Bailey took a sip of her soda, flat now, so she poured it out.

      Now at one thirty, the student union was truly a ghost town. There was one student sitting at a table on the far side, wearing earbuds and typing on his computer. But he was from India and never went home for breaks. Even today when Michigan Technical University had closed early on a Thursday in anticipation of a winter storm, he had nowhere else to go.

      Instead of the usual videos blasting from the four large screen televisions in the student union, her boss had the Weather Channel playing, the volume on low. Bailey had never seen the student union so deserted or so quiet.

      Her boss who had asked her to stay until two to get everything done before they left. Her boss who lived ten minutes away in Houghton.

      Bailey never said no when offered extra time at work. She needed this job. Without it, she wouldn’t have the money to stay at the university. The university’s biomedical engineering degree, specifically cardiovascular engineering was considered one of the best in the state. And since her uncle had his degree from here, it was up to Bailey to carry on the family tradition.

      Michelle was glaring at her now. Bailey shrugged. Tapped her watch.

      Wearing her work uniform, a white shirt with a monogramed name tag and blue jeans, Bailey was aware of the stark difference between her and her friend. Michelle, though she usually wore jeans, was wearing a classic wrap dress in black and tall boots. She carried a red wool coat over one arm.

      Michelle was going home today and going home required her to look like she stepped out of the pages of Vogue magazine.

      There was probably a society meeting of some kind that she had to attend. Bailey’s eyes glazed over when Michelle talked about her soirees and brunches, which to her credit was rarely.

      Michelle was a little antsy today, more so than usual when she was going home, but Bailey attributed that to the weather. Neither of them wanted to be stuck at the university during a blizzard.

      The plan was for Michelle to drop Bailey off at her mom’s house near Iron Mountain on the Menominee River halfway on her way to Green Bay. Michelle’s SUV was much more comfortable than Bailey’s ten-year-old Ford Taurus. And, of course, more reliable.

      Her boss stepped out of the back office. “Bailey,” he said, with a nod toward Michelle. “If you’re driving, you should get going.”

      Bailey didn’t look at Michelle for that I told you so expression, but she didn’t hesitate either. She thanked him, grabbed her coat and scarf, and went through the door leading into the student union.

      “I have to stop by the dorm,” Bailey said, pulling the scrunchy out of her hair and shaking it loose.

      “Your suitcase is in my car,” Michelle said, following Bailey into the restroom to wash her hands and change from her work shirt into a warm gray sweatshirt.

      “Oh. Did you get my backpack?”

      “In the car.”

      Michelle’s phone chimed with a text message. It was a ringtone that Michelle had gotten on her phone a lot lately. It reminded her of an old Looney Toons cartoon she’d watched with Michelle a few times.

      She ignored it.

      “You gonna check that?”

      Michelle shook her head and pulled on her coat. She always ignored the looney toons ring tone.

      Michelle opened the door and waited impatiently for Bailey to follow.

      As they walked outside into the blustering cold, the wind whipped at Bailey’s scarf. To say that it was cold was an understatement. The air was heavy with impending snow and the icy air hurt to breathe in.

      Michelle’s phone rang.

      As Michelle talked, Bailey mentally ran through her list of things that needed to be done before she left the university.

      She’d packed yesterday and this morning, so if Michelle had brought down her suitcase and her backpack, that should be everything. Most likely the university would reopen on Monday, so it was no more than a long weekend.

      Michelle clicked off her phone and slipped it in her pocket. She stopped and stood on the sidewalk. Bailey wished for once that she’d bothered to listen in to the conversation.

      “I have to fly to Chicago.”

      “What? Now?” Bailey found gloves in her coat pocket and tugged them on. “Why?”

      “My mother’s been in an accident. They took her to Chicago.” Michelle blinked rapidly, but kept her face impassive.

      “Oh no! Michelle how badly is she hurt?”

      “I’m not sure. But Daddy’s already sent a plane. It’ll be at the airport within the hour.”

      How was Michelle so calm? Bailey didn’t know how she would react with similar news, but she was pretty sure it wouldn’t be with such calmness.

      “You’ll drop me off?” Michelle asked, keeping her gaze away from Bailey’s.

      The first snowflakes drifted downward. One landed in Michelle’s eyelashes. She didn’t seem to notice.

      “My car’s parked behind the dorm.”

      They walked in silence until they reached Bailey’s car. The blue paint was chipped, but it was clean. Especially on the inside. Bailey may not have much money, but she kept what little she did have clean.

      They got inside the car, a welcome respite from the wind. Bailey put her key in the ignition and turned it.

      Nothing.

      Bailey could feel Michelle staring at her.

      Bailey tried again. There was no question. The battery was dead.

      “I thought you got this fixed,” Michelle said, unable to keep the frustration out of her voice.

      “I did. I bought a new battery. But the guy at the shop said it could be the alternator.”

      Michelle looked at her like she was speaking a different language. Her friend who always had a new car, had no reason to even know that cars had alternators. Unfortunately, Bailey was all too familiar with car trouble.

      It looked like Bailey would be riding the blizzard out at the university after all. She couldn’t say anything though. Her disappointment paled in comparison with what Michelle was going through.

      Michelle pressed her fingertips between her eyes. Took a deep breath. “We’ll get my car. You drive me to the airport, then drive yourself to Iron Mountain.”

      “I can’t. I don’t have time to get my car repaired.” Or the money.

      Snow was coming down steadily now. Already, it was accumulating on the windshield wipers.

      “I’ll drive you to the airport in your car, then…”

      “Nonsense. Drive me to the airport, then take my SUV to your mom’s. It’ll just be sitting here anyway.”

      “I can’t take your car.” Bailey insisted. She’d never even driven an SUV. What if something happened to it?

      “Please,” Michelle said, her eyes pleading now. “I can’t be worried about you stuck here with no way to get home.” Bailey was shaking her head. “What if your mother needs you? You’d be stuck here and the road would be closed.”

      Michelle was right. There was more at stake here than just the university closing. The roads were going to be closed, too.

      A little bubble of panic formed in Bailey’s throat. Ever since her father had died suddenly, she’d started having mild panic attacks at the thought of being stranded. “Ok,” she said. “I’ll take your car.”

      By the time they walked to Michelle’s SUV and drove to the airport, the little airplane with Skye Travels printed on the sides was already there waiting.

      Michelle put the car in park. “It’s Samuel,” she said when she saw the pilot standing next to the plane. Samuel was young and handsome in his black jacket and pilot’s cap.

      Seeing the pilot, whom she obviously knew well, Michelle showed the first signs of emotion.

      Leaving the motor running and the door open, she jumped out of the vehicle and half-way ran toward Samuel.

      As they hugged, Bailey could see Michelle’s shoulders shaking. Feeling a bit uncomfortable, Bailey climbed out of the SUV and went around back to drag Michelle’s suitcase from the trunk. Michelle’s suitcase was twice as big as hers and almost too heavy to move. She must have everything she owned in it.

      “Hold on,” Samuel said, hurrying toward her. “You’re trying to take my job.”

      “Thank you,” Bailey said, looking over Samuel’s shoulder. Michelle had her head down, wiping at her eyes.

      “I need to get her out of here,” Samuel said. “It was nice to meet you.” Then walking toward Michelle, pulling her suitcase. “Do you have everything?”

      “Yes,” Michelle said. Then. “No. My handbag.”

      “I’ll get it,” Baily said, going to the passenger side and grabbing her friend’s purse.

      “You’ll need to keep the key,” Michelle said, handing Bailey a key fob. She hugged Bailey quickly. “I’ll call you.”  Then Michelle was on the plane.

      Bailey looked at the key fob in her hand. What she supposed to do with that? There was no key attached to the fob.
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      The snow was coming down now and it was dark. The wipers on the SUV were flying across the windshield, barely making a dent in the accumulation of snow. The sound of the wipers across the glass was the only sound she could hear other than the roar of the SUV.

      Bailey’s hands hurt from gripping the leather steering wheel and her eyes were dry from staring into the snow. Afraid to blink for fear of running into something or running off the road.

      Not only was the drive difficult, but it wasn’t her vehicle.

      She’d stopped at a station – the only customer - for a soda and a pack of Lay’s potato chips, but she’d barely touched either one. The clerk had asked her how the roads were.

      Iron Mountain was still an hour away.

      Michelle had been right. They should have left sooner.

      The only good thing was the lack of traffic on the road. She wondered if the highway was closed and she was the only person out here.

      She took her hand off the wheel long enough to click on the radio. Static.

      She shivered. Static always gave her the creeps. It made her think of old movies where someone was being hunted. Her reaction to static was so strong, that she tasted metallic at the back of her throat.

      She clicked the search button – anything to stop the static - and the radio landed on a station playing Shania Twain. So much for a weather report. She hit search again, but it kept coming back to the same station.

      She turned the volume down low so she could monitor it without being distracted.

      Then she heard a cell phone ring. It was a ring tone that sounded like Michelle’s looney toons cartoon. Wondering if Michelle had put it on her phone, she glanced at her cell, but it was blank.

      She straightened in the seat. It wasn’t her phone.

      But she’d heard this ring tone before.

      On Michelle’s phone. It was a text alert. One that Michelle never answered.

      With a funny feeling in the pit of her stomach, she waited, keep her eyes on the road and her fingers clutching the steering wheel.

      The phone went off again.

      Michelle’s phone was in here.

      Bailey glanced in the back seat, suddenly having an image of someone popping up like in a horror movie. She told herself she was being irrational. Jumpy.

      She let go of the steering wheel long enough to stick her hand between the seat and the console.

      Her fingers touched the cell phone just as it vibrated and went off again. She jerked her hand away, her heart pounding ninety mile an hour.

      Taking a deep breath, she reached for the phone again. There was a simple explanation. Michelle’ phone had fallen out of her purse and ended up lodged next to the seat.

      She pulled it out and immediately recognized the pink cover of Michelle’s oversized iPhone.

      It was shocking that no one had called or texted for the past hour. Michelle’s phone was rarely silent. Of course, everyone probably knew that she was in the air on the way to Chicago.

      Bailey slid the phone next to hers on the front console without looking at the messages. Maybe it was Michelle realizing she’d left her phone and was trying to get in touch with her. Or maybe there had been a development in her mother’s situation and they were trying to reach her.

      Either way, Bailey felt obligated to read the messages. Since she had to use the bathroom anyway, she pulled over at the first well-lit station she came to and put the car in park.

      She knew Michelle’s passcode, but didn’t have to open the phone to see the line of text messages from someone Michelle had labeled Marcus – Looney Tune.

      Bailey laughed, a small involuntary chuckle.

      She got the Looney Tune thing. Bailey had asked her several times why she didn’t answer Looney Toons’ texts. Michelle had just shrugged. Wrong number, she’d said. Or creditors.

      Both answers were designed to deflect having to answer and to make Bailey laugh. It always worked.

      But not now.

      Now Looney Toons had a name. Marcus.

      And Marcus was apparently not happy with Michelle.

      She clicked open the phone and began scrolling through the messages.

      I know you’re ignoring me again.

      I hope your mother is going to be okay.

      It was an unfortunate accident.

      Bailey checked the door locks. And chills ran up and down her spine. The snow came down like a sheet all around her.

      She was about to pull back on the road when another text message came through.

      You’ll come around. We’re meant for each other.

      For eternity.

      She scrolled back up and read through some of the other texts, similar in tone, until she found Michelle’s response. Three weeks ago.

      Please don’t contact me again.

      A car pulled into the parking lot next to her. She’d have to scroll up and read more later.

      Before she could pull out onto the road, blue police car lights lit up her mirrors and flashed through the car.

      She dropped the phone like a hot potato. She hadn’t been doing anything wrong. She’d even pulled over to check her text messages.

      She froze, her heart pounding in her ears. She’d never been stopped by a policeman before.

      Not sure what to do, she just sat there.

      A middle-aged policeman rapped lightly on her window. She looked for a handle, then realized the window was electronic.

      He watched as she searched for the switch. Finally, she lowered the window.

      “Miss,” he said. “Where are you headed?”

      “Home. Iron Mountain.”

      “The road is closed from here. You’ll have to stay at the motel across the street.”

      “I’ll just ‘um… I’ll go back. To Houghton. To the university.”

      He shook his head. “It’s closed that way, too.”

      Just as she had thought. She’d been driving on a closed highway. She looked over at the lights of the little motel. The old motel sign flashed the name Roadside Hotel. It reminded her eerily of the hotel in the movie Psycho. She swallowed. “Ok.”

      “Good.” He handed her a business card. Call this number in the morning to get an update on the roads.”

      She took the card. Nodded.

      “But according to the forecast, it’s going to be a few days. Be safe.” The policeman turned and went back to his car.

      Bailey sat there a moment. She really didn’t have a choice. The last thing she needed was to put Michelle’s car in a ditch.

      She checked into the little motel, gathered up both cell phones, and dragged her little suitcase inside. It was a basic roadside motel. Worn, but clean, bedspread on a full bed. A little nightstand and a desk.

      She locked the door and sat on the bed. She should call her mother.

      Another text message came through.

      Why are you stopped? I was planning to see you tonight at the reception.

      Why are you stopped?

      How does he know I’m stopped?

      He knew that Michelle’s mother had been in an accident. Yet he thought Michelle was on her way to Green Bay.

      To a reception.

      That didn’t even make any sense.

      She wanted to respond, but it wasn’t her phone.

      And Michelle wasn’t responding to him.

      He was making a wild guess. That was all.

      She took a deep breath. And called her mother.

      She didn’t mention Michelle. Her mother would only worry if she knew Bailey was out here by herself.
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      Bailey woke to the sound of looney toons.

      She rolled over, covering her head with the pillow. And waited for Michelle to answer her phone.

      She must have drifted back to sleep because she woke a second time to the same ring tone.

      Her sheets smelled funny. Nothing like the Gain fabric detergent her mother used.

      The phone rang again. “Michelle.”

      Silence.

      She opened her eyes and looked up at the ceiling expecting to see the time projected from her alarm clock. Instead there was only darkness.

      She wasn’t in her dorm room. She was in a motel somewhere on the highway between Houghton and Green Bay.

      In a snowstorm.

      She lay very still. And listened to the silence. It was the muffled silence that came only on a snowy morning.

      The phone chimed looney toons again. Michelle was getting more text messages from Marcus.

      She reached over and picked up her phone from the nightstand. No messages.

      She picked up Michelle’s phone. And read the text messages.

      I hope you aren’t sleeping.

      I was planning to see you tonight.

      I thought you’d come home to see your mother, but you aren’t here.

      Bailey sat up. Switched on the lamp.

      It’s ok though. I’ll come to you.

      She ran a hand over her face. Tried to make sense of what Marcus was saying.

      So he knew her mother had been injured. But didn’t know she’d been taken to Chicago.

      But what did he mean by coming to her?

      The roads were closed. He didn’t know where Michelle was.

      Do you miss me as much as I miss you?

      Michelle really should have shared this with her. This Marcus guy was seriously delusional. Maybe he was playing a game.

      Bailey scrolled up and read their messages backwards. Michelle had distanced herself from him, but he kept texting.

      Then she went far enough back in the messages that she found where they had flirted.

      Exhausted from reading, she closed her eyes.

      Something scraped on the concrete outside.

      She gasped and padded in her bare feet on the threadbare carpet to the door. Double checked the locks. She thought about looking out the window, but didn’t dare disturb the heavy curtains and expose herself.

      She went back to the bed, climbed under the safety of the covers, and pulled the blanket up to her chin.

      And jumped when the phone chimed again.

      She put the phone on mute then read the message.

      Not even a snow storm can keep me away from you.

      Bailey couldn’t help it. She wrote back. Leave me alone.

      You know we’re destined to be together. I’ll see you in thirty minutes.

      It was five o’clock. Bailey did what she should have done hours ago. She found Michelle’s brother’s phone number and dialed it.

      Michelle answered the phone. “Bailey, is that you?”

      “Michelle. Thank God you answered.”

      “Where are you?”

      “I don’t know. A motel somewhere. I’m snowed in. How’s your mother?”

      “She’s ok. But Bailey….” Her voice sounded strained. Worried.

      “What is it Michelle?”

      “Her brake line was cut.”

      Bailey put a hand on her forehead. “Are you saying someone did this to her? Why didn’t you call me?”

      “I didn’t have your number. It’s saved in my phone, but I don’t know it.”

      “Well, that makes sense,” Bailey muttered. “Michelle…”

      “Hold on.” Bailey heard a door close. “What is it?”

      “You didn’t tell me about Marcus.”

      Silence.

      “Michelle?”

      “I should have.”

      “He ‘um. He thinks… he just sent a text saying that he’ll see me… you… in thirty minutes.”

      “Bailey. Listen to me. Oh God.” Michelle took deep, ragged breath. “Get out of there. Leave the phone and get out.”

      “But why? He can’t possibly know where…”

      “If he says he’s coming to you, that means he’s tracked the phone.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know. But his father is well-connected. He probably knows someone who knows how.”

      “He’s got to be lying. The roads are closed.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Bailey. I can’t tell you everything right now. There isn’t time. It’s not safe. Get out now.”

      “But… where?”

      “Doesn’t matter. Go to the lobby. He doesn’t know you. But leave the phone.”

      “Ok. Ok.”

      Michelle clicked off the phone.

      Bailey sighed and dropped Michelle’s phone in her lap.

      She jumped when it chimed again.

      I’m five minutes out, my love.

      Bailey powered off the phone. Tossed it across the bed.

      She jumped out of bed, pulled on her jeans and sweatshirt. She grabbed her purse, put it across her shoulders, and gathered up her suitcase.

      Then stood and looked at the door.

      There was no way she was going out that door.

      She backed up until her calves touched the bed. She sat. and stared at the door.

      Maybe she should have left the phone on. At least she would know what he was thinking.

      She stared at the little clock on the nightstand. Watched the electronic minutes pass. It had been more than five minutes.

      Ten minutes.

      Someone came out of the room next to her and got into their car. Drove off.

      Fifteen minutes.

      Why was Michelle so concerned about Marcus? So worried about what he might do?

      Twenty minutes had passed now.

      Bailey leaned over and picked up Michelle’s phone.

      Held it in her hand. Rested a finger on the power button.

      Had he really been tracking this phone?

      A firetruck passed. Bailey distracted herself from worrying about Marcus by contemplating the complexity of a fire in a snowstorm.

      As the siren faded into the distance, she stared at the clock. She’d wait until thirty minutes had passed, then she’d turn on the phone.

      She waited, holding her finger on the power button.

      At six thirty-five she pressed the on key and watched as the phone powered on.

      There was one text from Marcus.

      We’ll be together forever.

      She shuddered.

      And waited. Waiting for the next message.

      Or for him to knock on the door.

      She sat on the bed for an hour staring at the door. Waiting.

      Then taking a deep shuttering breath, she walked to the window and opened the curtains.

      She blinked at the bright sunlight streaming through the glass.

      She looked out the window, but saw no one moving about.

      There were no tracks in the snow except for the ones left by the neighbor who’d left earlier.

      She needed to get out of this room. She couldn’t stay here forever.

      Besides, she seriously needed something to eat.

      Holding her breath, she turned the doorknob and opened the door.

      Stepped through the threshold and, leaving her suitcase for now, locked the door and walked down the covered sidewalk, past five room until she reached the lobby.

      The lobby had half a dozen people inside taking advantage of the pastries and coffee.

      Her hands shaking, she poured herself her some coffee, put a pastry on a plate, and sat at a little table next to the window.

      She didn’t eat. She just sat there, watching the other people.

      Two men sat at the table next to her.

      “I wonder who it was,” the first man said.

      “The sheriff said he was driving a Porsche. Can you imagine that? Out in this storm?”

      The first man shook his head. “They said the snow will be back by the afternoon.”

      “Yep. It’s the storm of the decade.”

      Bailey took a bite of her pastry.

      Then sent Michelle’s brother a text.

      What kind of car does Marcus drive?

      Then she waited.

      This was one storm she would never forget.
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        Two weeks later

      

      

      Bailey sat across from Michelle at a pizzeria in Houghton. Their wool coats and scarves piled on the seats beside them. They’d walked here, both happy to get away from the university for the evening. Little mounds of old snow dotted the sides of the roads, but the sun was out, making the walk in the fresh air invigorating.

      Michelle had flown in earlier that day and Bailey had more than gladly returned the key fob to Michelle’s SUV.

      Bailey picked up a slice of cheese pizza and took the first bite of hot gooey cheese. Why was the first bite always the best?

      Eighties music was playing in the background and she recognized one of her mother’s favorite bands, Chicago, crooning about how it was hard to say sorry.

      She had to admit, to herself at least, that the song was nice. She liked the richness of the notes in the music.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Marcus,” Michelle said, staring at the pizza in her plate, but not touching it

      “I’m sure you had your reasons.” Bailey picked up a loose strand of cheese and popped it into her mouth.

      “I thought it would take care of itself.” Michelle lifted her gaze to Bailey’s. The pain evident in her eyes.

      Bailey leaned forward on her elbows. She didn’t say the words, but all she could think was that the situation had taken care of itself. Marcus had landed in a ditch as he drove through the blizzard toward who he thought was Michelle.

      Marcus had not survived.

      Bailey sipped her soda through a straw. Waited for Michelle to continue.

      “Ok,” Michelle said, leaning back, ignoring her pizza. “I was terrified of him.”

      “I can see why.” Just the memory of those text messages sent chills up and down Bailey’s spine.

      “He left me presents on my doorstep when I was home. Flowers. Candy. A bracelet.”

      “He never followed you here?”

      “Oh yeah. He was here a few times, but he kept his distance. I had restraining order through the university. I let him text me, just so I could see what he was thinking.”

      “Then why not get a restraining order at home?”

      A server stopped at their table to see if they needed anything. After they said no and she’d walked away, Michelle kept her gaze on Bailey’s. “I couldn’t bring my parents into it. It would have been bad for them. Politically.”

      “I see.”

      “I went out with him twice,” Michelle said.

      Bailey nodded, took a small bite of pizza. “I know.”

      “He wouldn’t take no for an answer.” Michelle laced her hands and rested her chin on them.

      Bailey’s eyes widened. “He…?”

      “No. I stopped going out with him.” Michelle paused. Looked outside for a moment, then back to Bailey. “That’s when I found out that the girlfriend he’d had before me had died.”

      Bailey stopped chewing. Managed to swallow. “How?” She whispered. She really didn’t want to know, yet she had to know.

      It was like watching a train wreck. It was none of her business, but she couldn’t look away. She wanted to know the details.

      Michelle shook her head. “I don’t really know. It was suspicious, but his family is connected, so it was swept under the rug.”

      “Connected,” Bailey repeated, suddenly feeling sick to her stomach. “Like you.”

      Michelle shrugged. Smiled wryly. “Yeah.” She took her first bite of pizza.

      Bailey’s thoughts froze.

      “He stalked me, Bailey.”

      Bailey nodded. Dropped her gaze to her plate. She’d completely lost her appetite for the pizza that had tasted so good just a few minutes ago.

      “He wouldn’t stop.”

      “I understand,” Bailey said, but she struggled to take a deep breath.

      “He won’t hurt anyone else,” Michelle said.

      “You’re saying you aren’t sorry it happened.”

      “I’m saying that together we stopped him.” Michelle smiled. “And no one will ever know.”

      “How?” Bailey was going to be sick.

      Michelle raised a delicate eyebrow. “I really shouldn’t tell you anything else. Right now you have plausible deniability.”

      Bailey picked up her scarf, wrapped it around her neck, then stood up and tugged on her coat. “I don’t feel so good, so I’m going to walk back now.”

      “Ok,” Michelle said, sipping her soda. “Be safe.”

      Bailey stepped out into the cold air.

      Her friend had somehow orchestrated the whole thing. Getting Bailey out on the road. Leaving her phone behind.

      And somehow the stalker had become the victim.
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      It was a rainy Thursday morning. Hunting season.

      The rain was coming down in torrents. The windshield wipers of my little 1999 Nissan Sentra swiped across the windshield now and then, not even pretending to try to keep the rain off.

      A bolt of lightning lit up the inside of my car and the rumble of thunder that followed seemed to shake the whole car.

      The box of doughnuts that I’d picked up at the Doughnut Factory on my way out of town this morning sat on the passenger seat. I’d eaten three of them on the hour long drive and now I wished I hadn’t.

      Too much sugar always made me nauseated and now my car smelled like doughnuts. I turned the vent so that the cool air blasted into my face.

      It seemed to help a little.

      I thought about turning the motor off, but once I turned it off, I never knew if it was going to start again.

      The little travel trailer sitting in front of my car was dark inside. No lights. The trailer was nestled in the pine trees. I’d been there the day he’d finagled it into the trees. I’d been impressed.

      Mark called it his camp.

      We’d been married four years when Mark had announced that he wanted to buy a hunting camp. His friend Terry had some land, something like thirty acres, on Black Lake and offered to let Mark set up a trailer.

      Terry worked off shore and had plenty of money. Mark was an insurance salesman. I’d just taken a job at the local college as an administrative assistant.

      Needless to say, money was tight.

      We had enough to pay the rent for our little two-bedroom apartment, his truck note, our cell phones, and some groceries. Fortunately, my parents had given me my car for a graduation gift, so that was one thing we didn’t have to worry about.

      Everything else went on the Mastercard.

      We’d been short twice on our monthly payments.

      I’d asked Mark what he wanted with a hunting camp. I’d never known him to go hunting in the six years we’d been together.

      He swore up and down that he’d been an avid hunter growing up and wanted to get back into it. He had a stressful job and needed time to relax.

      I still wondered what he called sitting in his recliner in front of the television drinking a beer.

      Seemed a lot like relaxation to me.

      Especially since I was walking back and forth to the laundry room across the hall and cleaning up after his dog, Chippers. No matter how many times we took Chippers outside for his walks, he still peed on the floor.

      Since Mark didn’t have a camper, he dropped the idea for awhile.

      Then Terry had come over to watch Monday night football. After I made them tacos and cleaned the kitchen, I went to bed. I had to be at work the next morning at seven o’clock. I worked in the maintenance department at the college, taking care of paperwork for the electricians and plumbers. They were all good guys, if a little rough around the edges, but they were my guys and I took care of them.

      I liked to have a pot of coffee ready when they got there and sometimes I’d bring in pastries. Some of the guys gave me a few dollars every week for coffee and when I had money left over, I’d pick up some pastries.

      Anyway, I remembered that night because it had been one o’clock before they’d finally turned off the television and gone out back to talk. Even then I could hear them laughing into the wee hours of the morning.

      When I left for work the next morning, Mark was sprawled across the couch with Chippers. I’d thought about waking him up, but it seemed spiteful, so I didn’t.

      When I got to work the next morning, everyone knew I hadn’t gotten any sleep. Fortunately, I took care of my guys and they took care of me. My boss let me take a nap on the couch in his office for a couple of hours and I was good as new.

      Mark worked late that night, so I made myself a tuna sandwich and sat on the couch to catch up on Madame Secretary. When Mark didn’t come home by nine, I went to bed without him.

      He hadn’t come home that night.

      He said he was at Terry’s house and they’d been drinking.

      I didn’t have any reason to doubt him.

      He waited until Saturday when we were at Wal-Mart, our cart loaded with groceries for the week when Mark showed up with a skillet which he put in the cart.

      “What’s that for?” I asked.

      “Bacon.” He held up a package of bacon which he also dropped into the cart.

      “We don’t need a new skillet.” We actually had two skillets and only ever used one of them.

      “I’m taking it to the camp.”

      I’d just stood there, staring at him. It was like we’d gone into some kind of alternate universe. “We don’t have a camp.”  I spoke softly. The last thing I wanted to do was to make a scene in Wal-Mart. It’d spread all over town like wildfire.

      He’d grinned like an idiot. “I do. I bought a travel trailer from Terry. We’re gonna put it on his land. Out on Black Lake.”

      I’d rolled the cart past him, straight to the check-out. I managed to smile at the checker, but inside I was fuming.

      Mark followed me to the car where we’d loaded up the groceries in silence. He put his skillet on the backseat. We’d now officially gone over our budget. I could have given him the extra skillet. It was a gift from his sister anyway. I didn’t even need it. I just kept the thing around because I thought it might mean something to him.

      We didn’t speak until we’d gotten home, unloaded the car, and he’d gotten back from taking Chippers for a walk.

      I held out the skillet, but when he reached for it, I pulled it back. “I’m returning this tomorrow. You can have the skillet your sister gave you.”

      He looked at me like I’d lost it. “Why are you mad?” he asked.

      I’d actually thought about hitting him in the head with the skillet, but I’d never hit anyone and I wasn’t going to start now. Besides, I wasn’t violent. Instead, I took a deep breath, let it out slowly.

      Then asked the question. “How did you afford to buy a travel trailer?”

      “I had some extra money saved back.” He filled a glass of water from the sink faucet and drank it down.

      My mind had gone in about a million different directions. But I made the decision in that moment that I was going to be a supportive wife.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      I spent my days working around men so I’d become accustomed to how they thought.

      I’d learned quite a bit in the year I’d worked at the college. I’d even been promoted to administrative assistant two. I was still doing the same work, but I made fifty cents an hour more.

      Not bad.

      I knew that men didn’t hunt in thunderstorms. It just didn’t happen. They’d sit in front of the television all day, but even a hard core hunter wouldn’t venture out in weather like this.

      So Mark should have been at the camp. When I’d taken the day off and set out to surprise him here, I’d known that there was a one hundred percent chance of rain today.

      That was the first problem.

      The second problem was that his truck wasn’t here. It was too early for him to be anywhere else. In fact, when I’d talked with him on the phone last night, he’d said he was going to sleep late.

      There were so many trees, that it wasn’t possible for him to park behind the camper.

      He just flat wasn’t here.

      But he’d been here at eight thirty last night when he’d called to say good-night.

      He’d even said he was sleepy after a hard day of hunting and was going to turn in early.

      I’d helped Mark set up the cabin. He had the skillet his sister had given him and another boiler I never used. We’d gone to Goodwill and found a set of full-size sheets for the bed. I’d washed them, folded them, and put them in his truck to bring over here.

      There was a third problem that was probably the worst. He hadn’t brought Chippers this time. He’d claimed that Chippers wasn’t feeling so good, so he left him with me. A man always took his dog with him to his camp. I had it on good authority.

      I picked up my cell phone. There had to be a logical explanation. Maybe he’d gone to Terry’s house after all. They’d probably stayed up late watching football and drinking beer.

      His phone rang, but he didn’t pick up. It went to voicemail. I hung up.

      Five minutes later he called back. “Hi Babe.”

      “Hey,” I said. “What ‘ya doing?”

      He yawned. “Just waking up.”

      I squeezed the leather steering wheel with my right hand. “Where are you?”

      “I’m at the camp.”

      “Yeah?” I ran my nails along the seam in the leather. I needed to drop the car off and have it detailed. The road crew at the college would do it for free. “Is it raining?”

      “It rained earlier, but it’s cleared up now.”

      I wiped the fog off the driver’s side window and watched as the water made a gully beneath my car. “That’s good. Do you have electricity?”

      “Yeah. I just turned on the lamp.”

      I knew that the lamp he was referring to was the lamp on the nightstand that I’d brought from mom’s house. If he had the lamp on, I’d be able to see it through the window on the left.

      “So are you getting up now?”

      He yawned again. “I don’t know. I think I’ll just sleep in for awhile.”

      I knew.

      I knew he wasn’t at the camp.

      It was funny. I didn’t feel anything. No anger. Nothing.

      Just a sort of inexplicable amusement.

      “Well,” I said. “before you go back to sleep, would you come open the door?”

      There was silence on the other end of the line.

      “I brought doughnuts.”

      “You’re here?” I heard the panic in his voice. Sheer panic. “At the camp.”

      “I knew it was going to rain today and I thought you might like some company.”

      “I ‘um…. I…”

      “Oh. And Mark?”

      “Yes?”

      “It’s raining at the camp.”
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      When I got home, I called Annette down at the apartment office and told her that my keys had been stolen.

      She had a locksmith there by one o’clock.

      By three o’clock I had shoved all of Mark’s clothes into big black garbage bags and set them outside the apartment door. I tossed his toothbrush, his soap, and his shaving cream.

      Without his things, I had a lot more room.

      It then occurred to me that Mark could get a key from Annette at the office.

      I called her up and asked her not to give him one.

      “I can’t do that, Hon,” she said. “His name’s on the lease. If he wants a key, I have to give it to him.”

      “But what do I do? I mean, what if he’s dangerous?”

      “You can get a restraining order. Just get me a copy and there’s no way he’ll get a key.” She was silent a moment. “What did he do?”

      Annette liked to know everything. About everybody. “Nothing yet,” I lied. “I’ll keep in touch.”

      I sat at the kitchen bar, tapping my fingers on the linoleum. I could keep the deadbolts locked when I was home, but I had to get back to work tomorrow, leaving the house unattended.

      I didn’t expect Mark to do anything stupid.

      But then again, he already had.

      I needed a restraining order.

      I googled restraining orders. It looked like I had some options. I could file in the clerk of court’s office in front of a notary or I could go to the local police station if it was after hours.

      By the time I could get to the court house, it would be after hours.

      So I just left Chippers alone in the house, he was going to pee in the floor anyway, and drove down to the police station.

      It took me twenty minutes to get to the police station and I was the only person there when I walked into the lobby. It smelled like cold coffee and doughnuts. That same wave of nausea I’d felt that morning came over me again.

      I lifted my chin and walked to the reception desk.

      The girl, a high school worker, obviously didn’t know the process. She told me I had to wait until one of the detectives got back.

      I sat in a plastic chair and wondered what would happen if I actually had an emergency. I guess people who had emergencies didn’t come in. They just called for help.

      I was contemplating going home and calling 911 when the door opened and a uniformed officer walked in.

      I glanced up, then away, disappointed since I knew I was waiting on a detective.

      “Kayla?”

      I looked up, surprised. As far as I knew, no one here knew me. The police station wasn’t a place I frequented. Ever.

      “Yes,” I said, looking at myself in the mirrored sunshades of the police officer grinning at me.

      “It’s me. Lyle.”

      “Lyle?” I squinted, trying to see past my own reflection, but couldn’t place him. I looked away.

      The only Lyle I knew was the guy I dated in high school. He’d been in some kind of motorcycle accident, leaving him with a scar across his forehead.

      I looked back at him, peering over his shades, to see if he had a scar.

      Lyle tugged his shades off his eyes and now I could see that, yes, it was Lyle. The scar, however, had faded and was barely noticeable.

      “It’s good to see you,” he said.

      “You too,” I said automatically. Truthfully, I was much too focused on getting this restraining order done.

      “Ma’am?” the girl working behind the counter called out to me. “The detective said you can come on back.”

      “Sorry,” I said. “I have to go.” I picked up my purse and jacket and hurried through the door.

      I felt Lyle watching my back. I didn’t have time to think about him right now. I had to stay focused on getting this restraining order. I couldn’t have Mark coming in the apartment when I wasn’t home or trying to come in while I was sleeping.

      I should go to my mother’s house and stay for awhile.

      But she lived two hours away and the commute to work would be hell.

      The detective started asking me questions, basic information.

      Then he leaned back, hands behind his head. “Tell me what he did.”

      I told him about Mark and how he’d lied about being at his camp.

      “Did he hit you?”

      “No,” I said, feeling a surge of protectiveness. “Never.”

      The detective sat up, put his hands on his desk. “Miss.” He glanced at the paperwork. “Johnson. If he didn’t hit you or assault you or harm you in some way, I can’t file this.”

      “But…” I pressed my fingers against my forehead. Then lifted my chin and looked at him. “I’m trying to prevent it. To keep him out of my apartment.”

      “Change the locks.”

      “I did.” I knew the situation was futile. I could tell I was wasting my time. “But he can get one from the apartment office staff. If I give them a restraining order, then they won’t.”

      The detective was already shaking his head, but I saw a glimmer of compassion in his eyes. “I’m sorry. Legally, he has the right to access if he’s on the lease.” He leaned forward. “Hear me though. If he does hurt you, you need to come back and file the order. I’ll keep it for you.”

      “No,” I said, standing up. “That’s not necessary. I’m sorry I wasted your time.”

      I walked out of his office, through the empty waiting room, and out the front door of the police station.

      It was almost dark now. The air had that ethereal glow that looked like an old movie.

      I got into my car. I just wanted to go home.

      I’d worry about this tomorrow.
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      The next afternoon, I sat at my desk, filling out a leave form for one of the electricians. I hadn’t slept much last night. Mostly because I’d been thinking about Mark. Wondering why he’d lied to me. Wondering if he had a girlfriend when he starting thinking about this hunting camp thing.

      “Everything alright?” My boss asked, walking past.

      I forced a smile. “Just tired, that’s all.”

      A few minutes later, I heard someone come through the office door. I kept typing. If I looked up every time someone came through the door, I’d never get anything done. It was bad enough as it was.

      They say women like to talk, but these men loved to gossip.

      “Kayla.”

      I froze, my fingers resting on the keyboard.

      I looked up. Mark stood there, holding a bouquet of pink and white daisies.

      Of all the nerve.

      I turned my gaze back to my computer and started typing again.

      “Kayla. Let me explain.”

      I sighed. Put my hands in my lap and twirled in my chair to face him.

      I didn’t want to hear what he had to say. But I owed him that at least. “I’m supposed to be working,” I said, half-heartedly.

      “Then I’ll wait. Then come take a drive with me.”

      Alarm bells flashed in my head. Never get in the car.

      Nonsense. I was married to this man. And he’d never hurt a hair on my head.

      Still.

      I shook my head.

      “All right,” he said. “Can I sit down?”

      I nodded and took the flowers from him. They smelled fresh and sweet and reminded me of our early days of marriage. When he’d brought me flowers every week.

      I laid the flowers next to my printer and, with my elbows on the edge of the desk, rested my chin on the back of my hands.

      “Do you remember when we used to go for Sunday drives?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Back when we had all the time in the world.”

      He nodded, glanced around. “And do you remember that old plantation, Pine Alley?”

      “Of course I do. We used to go picnicking there.” I smiled at the memory. “Until we got run off by the sheriff.”

      The old run-down plantation was deserted and we used to talk about how we’d like to buy it some day, fix it up, and bring it back to life. Of course we both knew it would never happen. We could barely pay our rent.

      “Well, I wanted it to be a surprise, but now I have to tell you.”

      “Tell me what?” I glanced up as someone came in the door, lifted my fingers in acknowledgement and returned my gaze to Mark.

      “I bought it and I’ve been fixing it up.”

      What kind of story was this? “What are you talking about?” I turned, ready to go back to work. He must think I’d fall for any kind of story.

      “It’s true. Terry’s been helping me.”

      “What about your camper?”

      “Oh that,” he waved off the question. “It’s Terry’s. I stayed there some. Before the house was livable.”

      “Are you saying Pine Alley is livable now?” I had clear memories of broken windows and peeling paint.

      “Here,” he pulled out his phone. “Let me show you.” He opened his photograph app and handed me his phone.

      I scrolled through the pictures. There was Terry, busy with a table saw. And one of Mark up on the roof, hammer in hand. I looked sideways at this husband of mine. “Where did you get the money?”

      “My inheritance.”

      His father had died two years ago. “You didn’t get any money from your dad.”

      “Actually I did. Later. My sister sold his property and we split the money.”

      “So you bought more property?”

      He leaned forward. “I bought Pine Alley. For you.”

      Frowning, I scrolled through more pictures. Looked at the progress he’d made on the house.

      I handed his phone back. “You don’t have a girlfriend?”

      He laughed. “Good heavens, no. I did all this for you. I should have told you. I just thought it would be something I could surprise you with.”

      “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Say you’ll drive out there with me. At least take a look. If you don’t like it, we’ll sell it and use the money for something else.”

      I thought about Pine Alley. About how I’d dreamed of what it would be like to live there. “All right,” I said. “I’ll go out there with you.” I picked up the flowers. I needed to put them in water. “But you mustn’t ever lie to me again. And remember I don’t like surprises.”

      He held up his hands. “I promise. No more lies.” He put a hand over mine. “And no more surprises.”

      And next time, I told myself, I’d trust my instinct.

      A camp, indeed.
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      Autumn McKenzie sat on the wooden swing on the back porch and watched a doe and her two fawns frolicking at the edge of the thick grove of pine trees. The pine straw had started to turn brown and fall, coating the ground beneath them.

      She rocked gently, one foot on the floor of the porch, and pulled a red flannel blanket tighter around her shoulders.

      It had been a hot Louisiana summer, with the first day of fall coming in at ninety-five degrees. The remnants of a hurricane had broken the heat streak, finally, and the first cool temperatures of fall finally settled in.

      Fall was Autumn’s favorite time of year. Maybe it was because she was named after it or maybe her parents had some kind of prognostication when they chose her name. Either way, she was grateful to have a little of the cool air she’d grown used to.

      The cool air was fresh from an early morning shower and dew sparkled on the green sprigs of rye grass in the back yard. She could smell the magnolia blooms on either side of the wide wooden steps leading into the back yard. The grass needed mowing and the magnolia bushes needed trimming. Only two of a million things that needed to be done.

      The rambling one-story house was a mile from the closest neighbor in any direction. This house, her grandfather’s house, was off the road in a secluded grove of trees.

      Birds cheerfully welcomed the morning with their birdsong. Autumn occasionally heard a car motor off in the distance, but otherwise it was quiet.

      Mostly.

      The sound of hammering echoed through the air and landed flat at her feet. Reminding her where she was. Where she’d come from. So many memories.

      Autumn lived in Pittsburgh now and had since the day she’d left for college nine years ago. Pittsburgh was a different planet from these woods of north Louisiana.

      But she’d achieved what she had set out to do.

      She played the violin for the Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra. Her first solo was scheduled for two weeks from now.

      It had been a long hard road to get there. She had practiced every single day. Even as an undergrad, she’d leave her regular classes – history, math, whatever, and go to the practice lab where she had a regular room.

      She quickly became known as the student who was nine times out of ten the last to leave the practice lab. By senior year, she had a key to the building.

      Her practicing only increased after she earned her degree. As a result of her focused practicing and refusal to do anything else, her relationship with her parents had become strained until finally they didn’t talk anymore.

      Autumn stopped calling after she realized every single conversation included a question about getting a “real job.” Then her parents stopped calling her, too.

      Music was her job. Her passion. It was all she cared about.

      The only person in her family who understood her was her grandfather.

      But her Grandpa had died last week.

      This had been his house. Her parents - her grandfather’s daughter - lived in Dallas and wanted nothing to do with this house in the woods.

      It was just as well since he’d left it to Autumn.

      Grandpa had understood Autumn’s singular passion to practice her violin. He’d encouraged her. He’d even paid for her college. It had been a while, almost three years, since she’d seen him.

      And even though they talked… had talked, at least every week, Autumn had to find a way to deal with her guilt at not taking the time to visit.

      She hadn’t even known that he’d been wheelchair bound for the last two years. He’d started making excuses for why he hadn’t been to visit. He had just said he didn’t want to disrupt her life. She didn’t understand. And she planned to figure it out.

      One day.

      She’d wanted him there at her first solo performance. She’d told him so. He’d told her he wasn’t feeling well enough to travel, but that he’d be there in spirit. She hadn’t known how close that had been to a literal statement.

      Grandpa had bought her her first violin when she was two years old. She’d carted that thing around everywhere.

      Or so they said. She had no memory of it, of course.

      But she couldn’t remember ever not having a violin and wanting to play.

      Since her parents didn’t care for the noise when she practiced her violin, Autumn had spent every holiday, every summer, and most of her weekends here. With her grandfather.

      The hammering stopped and a couple minutes later, she heard the whine of a saw.

      Just knowing who was behind the sounds of construction sent her heartrate into a staccato rhythm.

      She knew because Grandpa had told her. It had actually been the subject of their last conversation.

      “Brantley’s rebuilding the store,” he’d said.

      After taking a moment to absorb the shock of hearing Brantley’s name, she responded in a knee-jerk way. “Why would he want to rebuilt that old store?”

      But her grandfather was always kind. Something she could only aspire to. “I have a lot of fond memories taking you to that store. You got Hostess cupcakes every week.”

      “I remember,” she’d said. “But Grandpa, I was twelve. Can’t eat those anymore.” Unfortunately, with adulthood came the necessary adjustments required to stay healthy.

      What they hadn’t talked about was the real reason Autumn would be interested in the old store’s renovations.

      Brantley.

      She hadn’t spent all her time at her grandfather’s house playing the violin.

      There had been Brantley Johnson.

      It had been love at first sight. At age fourteen.

      They’d been attached at the hip for over four years. Until Autumn left for college in Pittsburgh.

      Brantley had been her first audience even before college performances. He’d listen to her for hours. And he never seemed to tire of hearing her practice.

      Just one of the many things she loved about him.

      But when she moved, things had unraveled between them. They didn’t do well with staying in touch long distance.

      Autumn listened to the hammering much as Brantley had listened to her practice the violin.

      When he stopped, she got up and went inside.
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      Brantley knew that Autumn was at her grandfather’s house. Word traveled quickly in their little community.

      Besides, he’d been at Charles McKenzie’s funeral. But he’d sat in the back with sunshades hiding his eyes and ducked out right after the service. He hadn’t wanted to intrude on a private family time.

      No one knew how close he’d gotten to Mr. McKenzie over the years. Brantley had built a wheelchair ramp for him and made some other accommodations to the house after he got down.

      He also knew that Mr. McKenzie hadn’t told his family how bad his physical health had gotten. Brantley didn’t agree, but he respected the older man’s decision.

      The cool fall air was refreshing. The summer had been too hot for too long. And he’d put off roofing the store until the heat wave passed.

      He took a cinnamon fireball out of his pocket and popped it in his mouth. The heat from the candy distracted him from the grief he felt when he thought about Mr. McKenzie.

      And thoughts about Mr. McKenzie were always followed by thoughts of Autumn McKenzie.

      Brantley’d had to repair some of the framework beneath the shingles. He didn’t mind. He didn’t mind anything that involved a hammer and wood. The smell of fresh cut lumber was one of his favorite scents. If he could bottle it into a cologne, he’d wear it.

      He pulled one of the heavy shingles over, adjusted it, and hammered it in place.

      Brantley didn’t believe in paying anyone for something he could do himself.

      There were so many things he wanted to talk to Autumn about. So many things to catch up on.

      But how did he go about starting that conversation?

      She was here to take care of her grandfather’s property. He didn’t know what that entailed – keeping, selling. Apparently, she’d kept her plans to herself or he would have heard.

      He didn’t seek information. It just came to him. That’s what happened when you ran the only store in the community.

      But when his father got sick, he went bankrupt, and nearly lost the store.

      Brantley blamed himself.

      He hadn’t been here. He’d been chasing a dream.

      He knew what he was doing. He’d known it then and he knew it now. He was trying to prove that he could leave here. Like Autumn had.

      By the time he’d gotten back, it was too late.

      The store had been repossessed by the bank. Brantley hadn’t even known there was a lien on the store.

      He didn’t regret leaving, but he was glad he came back when he did. He’d been there for his father’s last years and he’d been there for Autumn’s grandfather.

      He took a handful of nails out of his pocket and tossed them onto the roof in front of him.

      He would do the right thing.

      He’d leave her alone.
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      The worse thing about living in the country was not having cell phone service.

      The best thing was she could play her music as loud as she wanted to and no one complained.

      She’d hooked up her phone to a portable speaker she kept in her travel bag and played Mozart, Bach, and Beethoven to her heart’s content.

      Autumn stood up, lifted her hands toward the ceiling, and stretched as tall as she could. She’d learned to stop practicing the violin every hour and stand up and stretch. It seemed like it was an ingrained habit that she applied to just about everything she did.

      She’d ordered boxes from Amazon and started packing everything up. She was surprised at how organized Grandpa was. Though she shouldn’t have been.

      Somewhere in the midst of packing, she’d decided not to sell Grandpa’s house. There were too many memories here.

      Still, she wanted to pack all Grandpa’s personal items. It didn’t seem right leaving everything lying about.

      There was his pipe and tobacco. She inhaled deeply and the scent brought tears to her eyes. She had so many fond memories of him sitting outside smoking his pipe.

      She put the pipe in a box of things to keep and put the tobacco in a giveaway box. Maybe one of the neighbors, if she ever saw one, would want it.

      He had three months’ worth of Verismo coffee pods stocked up. Nobody could ever accuse her grandpa of not being modern. Since she didn’t drink coffee, she packed that up to give to a shelter.

      It seemed like there were a hundred little things like that that needed taking care of.

      She was going to need more time.

      She needed to call Marcus and let him know she needed another week. He wouldn’t be happy, but they had backup violinists for this sort of thing.

      She didn’t know when she’d get back down here, so she wanted to take care of everything before she left.

      Since she hadn’t come to Louisiana when Grandpa was alive, it didn’t seem right coming here now.

      The sun was starting its downward trek.

      Autumn went into the kitchen, squeezed some fresh lemons into a glass of water, picked up her violin, and went out on the back porch.
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      Brantley sat on his own back deck overlooking his pond, a glass of bourbon in one hand, and watched the sunset. The bright colors splashed across the sky in a brilliant display of light pink and purple. The colors reflecting off the water amplified the breathtaking effect.

      Anytime he wondered why he was here and not off seeing the world, something like this sunset would remind him. He had everything he needed right here.

      Almost everything.

      He knew the moment Autumn switched off the recorded music and picked up her violin.

      She’d been good in high school, but the way she played now was in a whole different universe than that had been.

      He closed his eyes and relaxed his head against the back of the wooden rocker. The plaintive strains of her music drifted across the way and hit him at his core.

      He’d never been to Pittsburgh to hear her play.

      If only he could do it all over again.

      Things would be so much different.
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      The next morning, Autumn spent two hours with her violin. It had been too cold to go outside, so she’d sat in front of the fireplace and indulged herself in a deluge of sad songs that reminded her of Grandpa. As she played, she watched the yellow and red flames lick the stack of wood she’d brought in from out back.

      After two hours, she got dressed, washed her face, and headed out to find cell phone service.

      After driving around for thirty minutes on blacktop roads that were barely wide enough for one car, she stopped in the gravel parking lot of the Country Store. Still no cell phone service. Maybe it was her phone. Surely people didn’t live out here without cell phones.

      The store was smaller than she remembered. It was the size of a two-car garage. Someone. Brantley? Had replaced some boards and painted the whole thing white. It had a solid wooden door in the middle and a square window on either side. It didn’t look much like a store. More like a small white barn with a couple of glass windows and a door that belonged on a house.

      Still, it looked inviting. Especially with the large new sign over the door that read The Country Store. It brought a smile to her face.

      She stared at the closed sign in the front window and decided that she should just drive into Natchitoches.

      There was no one here, not even anyone doing any construction.

      She was relieved and disappointed all at the same time that Brantley wasn’t here.

      Just as she pushed the button to start the motor back up, the glass door to the store opened and Brantley stepped out.

      Even though it had been nine years, she would have known him anywhere. He was still tall and lean, but he he’d filled out. He was more muscular now. In a good way.

      He was wearing a baseball cap, like he always had, though he had beautiful dark hair that peeked below his cap, but stopped just under his ears.

      He was wearing a white tee-shirt and blue jeans.

      It was a good look on him.

      Her heart was pounding ninety to nothing as he stepped outside and just stood there, his hands in his back pockets, looking at her.

      He was grinning.

      And she was smiling back.

      Then before she had time to blink, he was at her car door. He pulled it open and held out a hand.

      She shrugged and turned off the motor. She couldn’t be here and not see him. Talk to him.

      There was a reason she’d stopped here. She wanted to see him. Though she hadn’t been willing to admit it.

      She put her hand in his and all sorts of new and familiar tingles shot through her system. And they hadn’t even spoken a word to each other.

      It was like picking up her violin and holding it beneath her jaw before the bow ever touched the strings.

      When she was out of the car, he pulled her close and wrapped his arms around her. He held her so close she felt like they were molding into one being. She grasped her fists in the back of his tee-shirt.

      As the seconds passed, she slowly let out a long sigh.

      How could something from so long ago feel so familiar? So normal?

      A cow mooed in the pasture across the street and a hound dog circled them, then ran off.

      When he pulled back, he smiled into her eyes. “Hi,” he said simply.

      “Hi.” Her voice caught in her throat. She swallowed and blinked back tears that suddenly welled in her eyes.

      She hadn’t cried at her grandfather’s funeral. In fact, she’d yet to shed a tear, but now, looking into Brantley’s eyes, she was overwhelmed with emotion.

      He ran a hand along her long chestnut brown hair. “My God, you’re beautiful.”

      She looked into his clear blue eyes and couldn’t help but regret that they’d drifted apart.

      But she didn’t regret the sacrifices she’d made for her career. Her love for the violin was indelible on her soul.

      He kissed the top of her head.

      Then he closed her car door, took her hand, and led her inside.

      When they stepped inside what looked like a little white barn, Autumn was shocked.

      Inside, everything was different.

      “I’m not open for business yet,” he said. “But as soon as I finish the roof, I’ll be close.”

      One half of the building was a little store with everything from shovels to beer to toothpaste.

      There was a long counter with beautiful mahogany wood polished to a shine.

      And the other side was set up like a little café. There were six little white wrought iron tables. Three were up high like little bistro tables and three were normal tables with four chairs. Each table had a little vase with a daisy in the middle.

      What she couldn’t see from the front was how the café spilled out the back of the store through French doors that opened up into a little courtyard with more tables. The view was straight out to the pond.

      Brantley’s family home was on the other side of the pond. She could see the walkway from here, and not his house, but his back deck.

      “It looks like a café.” She said, knowing her voice was filled with surprise and awe.

      He smiled. “There’s a little kitchen through that door there.” He pointed to a door behind the counter. “It’s not much. Just some sandwiches and pizza.”

      “A pizzeria.” She could see the charm. “People are going to love this.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe. I like it.”

      After taking it all in, she turned back to him. “Brantley. You’ve made something wonderful here.”

      She reached out and took his hand. “I’m so proud of you.”

      Even as she held his hand and felt all the love flowing between them. Love that had never diminished. She knew.

      Their lives were too different.

      They’d each created something in their lives that required them to be where they were.

      That couldn’t change.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Three months later

      

      

      Autumn tucked her violin in its red velvet-lined case and walked out into the noisy backstage crowd.

      Her long black dress swept the floor and she swayed a little on the heels she only wore on performance nights.

      Every musician within her line of sight was smiling, their proud families at their sides, posing for photographs and even autographing programs. Several of the young women held bouquets of flowers. There were daisies and roses everywhere.

      Autumn had been the one who’d soloed tonight and she had no one to share it with.

      It didn’t bother her anymore. At least not much. She really was used to it. She’d go out with a couple of friends and have a glass of champagne.

      That was it. She’d be in bed tonight at her regular time and tomorrow she’d be up early heading to the lab to practice.

      After a successful night like tonight, she rewarded herself with more practice.

      She’d probably take a snack and hole up in the practice room for most of the day. Though she was overall pleased with her performance, she wanted to get better.

      “Autumn,” Stephen called. “Come meet my parents.”

      Stephen played the flute and would never see her as competition. He had a kind heart and he, too, put in longer hours practicing than most.

      Longer hours than most meant a LOT of hours.

      As Autumn chatted with Stephen’s parents, she put up the shield that protected her from feeling neglected by her own parents.

      Parents who had never once come to listen to her play. Even after she became a member of the Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra. And even now they probably still didn’t see it as a “real job.”

      “You should be very proud of Stephen,” Autumn said. “He works hard and he’s a wonderful flute player.”

      They were obviously proud of him. And Autumn appreciated them for that.

      She turned away, preparing to make her escape, when she saw a man standing hesitantly at the door.

      It took a minute for her brain to catch up with what her heart was seeing.

      It was Brantley.

      He was wearing a charcoal tux and a lovely crimson silk tie. No hat. She’d thought he wore a white tee-shirt and jeans well. It was nothing compared to the way he wore this suit.

      Relief washed over him when he saw her and he slowly walked toward her, side-stepping musicians and their loved ones and friends.

      Within seconds, he was standing in front of her.

      He handed her a bouquet. A dozen red roses surrounded by greenery and baby’s breath wrapped with red ribbons.

      Red roses.

      For her.

      “These are for me?” she asked. She wasn’t asking to be coy. She just truly had never had anyone give her flowers after a performance before.

      “Who else would I come all the way up here to see perform?”

      Then, careful not to mash the flowers, he pulled her into a hug and kissed her cheek.

      She took a step back. “Don’t.” She turned away.

      Her heart was aching.

      Now that he’d done this, she’d always remember it and no other performance could ever live up to this one.

      Because this memory had Brantley in it.

      “Don’t?” He stood behind her now. “I waited.” He sounded so uncertain. So vulnerable. “I waited to make sure you didn’t have someone.”

      She shook her head.

      “Do you?”

      “No,” she turned back to face him, then took his hand and pulled him through the crowd out the back door.

      The cool air helped clear her head and gave her strength. “You shouldn’t do this.” It was snowing now. No matter how many winters she spent here, falling snow still held a magic for her.

      “Autumn.” He took her chin in his hand and waited until her eyes met his. “I love you.”

      “And I love you.” She blinked back tears. “But we found out a long time ago that we don’t do long-distance well.”

      “You were a student. And I was… well. Helping my father.”

      “I can’t do it again.” She hugged the flowers to her and buried her nose in the scent.

      He put a hand behind his neck and closed his eyes. “I really put myself out on a limb this time.”

      Autumn felt about two feet tall. “I’m sorry,” she said, reaching for his arm. “I don’t mean to seem ungrateful. I am.” She took a deep breath. “And I’m really happy to see you.”

      “I’m glad,” he said, opening his eyes and lowering his arm.

      “It’s just.” She bit her lip. And dove forward, hoping she wasn’t being unreasonable. “You’ve got your store. And I… well… I’ve got this.”

      “You do have this.” He had an odd glint in his eyes. “But I don’t have the store.”

      “I don’t understand. What happened?” Guilt slammed through her. She’d been so self-focused that she hadn’t asked about him. About why after all these years, he come to Pittsburgh for the first time.

      “I sold it.” He took both her elbows and turned her to face him.

      A snowflake landed on Autumn’s eyelashes and she blinked it away.

      “You did not.” She looked at him in disbelief, then pulled away. “You’re teasing me now.”

      “I’m not teasing. I sold it.” He rocked back on his heels. “And it went for more than I expected.”

      “But… why?” She couldn’t wrap her head about it. “Why would you do that? You’ve had that store in your family for generations.”

      “Yeah.” He shrugged. “But it was their dream, not mine.” His fingertips swept her cheek and he tucked a strand of hair behind her ears. “My dream is right here. Right in front of me. Always has been. Always will.”

      “Are you serious?” She was afraid to believe. But her heart was pounding dangerously in her chest.

      “That is, if you don’t mind me hanging here and giving you roses after all your performances.”

      Realizing that Brantley was here, not just to visit, but really here. To be with her, she threw herself into his arms.

      “That’s more like it,” he said against her ear.
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        Natchez, Mississippi

        1867

      

      

      The Mississippi River was teaming with steamboats, sending waves of water lapping noisily against the bank at their feet.

      Everyday brought more carpetbaggers from the north.

      The summer sun reflected off the muddy water and the glass of the steamboat windows in a kaleidoscope of light and color.

      Allyson Beauchamp covered her nose with her silk shawl. The putrid water smelled like dead animals.

      Allyson didn’t mind the carpetbaggers. Instead, she learned from them. For one, she learned that fashion had changed since the war began. And that the south lagged shamefully behind.

      “We should go back,” she said. “Wait in line.”

      A line to get on the Mississippi Princess was already forming. Men wearing dashing suits. Ladies wearing formal dresses in every color of the rainbow with their matching parasols.

      Her fourteen-year-old brother, Thomas, knelt next to the water, searching for something…

      “Thomas,” she said. “What are you doing?”

      She was dying of embarrassment. The other passengers would think that she and Thomas were from the country. Or worse. Though what could be worse, she didn’t know.

      Nobody with any breeding would be down here crawling around next to the river.

      “I’m looking for a rock,” Thomas said. “for my rock collection.”

      “You don’t have a rock collection.” Allyson kept the shawl over her face, not so much for the smell now, but so that no one would see her down here.

      Thomas sent her a scathing glance over his shoulder.

      “Every collection starts with one,” he said.

      He ducked a hand into the water.

      “Got it,” he said, holding up what looked like an ordinary pebble.

      “Good,” she said, shaking her head in bewilderment. “Let’s go.”

      Allyson lifted her skirts just enough to keep them from dragging in the dirt. She was wearing a lovely emerald silk dress with a wide hoop skirt. It had a high neckline and long sleeves. She carried her little matching parasol with gloved hands.

      Thomas quickly caught up.

      “Hey,” he said. “If you’re going to drag me off to the Colorado Territory, the least you can do is let me get some fun out of it.”

      Allyson stopped and stared at her brother.

      “A rock collection?” She glanced over her shoulder and lowered her voice.

      “What would you have me collect?” Thomas crossed his arms.

      “I don’t know.” She twirled her parasol. “Paintings or some such.”

      Thomas rolled his eyes.

      “And where am I going to carry paintings?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” Allyson started walking again. “We’ll talk about it later,” she said beneath her breath.

      As they walked toward the end of the line, she put on her best smile, dimple and all, and nodded at those who greeted her as she passed.

      They reached the back of the line.

      “I wonder what kind of food they serve on the boat,” Thomas said.

      “I don’t know,” Allyson said. “I guess we’ll find out.”

      “Do you think we can go up in the captain’s pilot house?”

      “I wouldn’t think so,” she said, softly.

      “We should get something to eat as soon as we can,” Thomas said. “I’m hungry.”

      “Thomas,” Allyson said. “Please don’t.”

      With Thomas chattering like this, there was no way people weren’t going to think they were from the country.

      Thomas shrugged and turned around, kicking at the dirt.

      Allyson twirled her parasol and kept her gaze straight ahead.

      The trip to Colorado Territory was going to be long, to say the least.
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      Allyson sat on one of her trunks in their cabin, soothed by the sway of the steamboat.

      The Mississippi was so wide, she could just barely see the hills of Natchez from here.

      The chug of the steamboat engine was a distant memory, the quietness broken only by the boat’s haunting whistle.

      The little window was open, letting in the murky scent of the river.

      Thomas was somewhere. Roaming the decks of the boat. So Allyson had a few minutes of peace.

      He’d left his rock on the bed.

      She laughed and shook her head. He said he was going to pick up a rock every place they stopped between here and Whiskey Springs.

      For souvenirs.

      Thomas was the only person she knew who could come up with such an outlandish scheme. He was right though. It was about the only thing he could realistically collect between here and their destination.

      She pulled a letter out of her reticule.

      It was from Brantley Jackson.

      Allyson remembered Brantley, though she hadn’t seen him since she was eleven years old.

      Her sister, Samantha, had been going to run away and marry him.

      Samantha hadn’t thought that anyone knew.

      But Allyson knew.

      She also knew that Brantley hadn’t shown up the day that they were to run off together.

      And Samantha had been brokenhearted.

      But that was long time ago. 1863 to be exact.

      Allyson would have bet her trunk full of dresses that he’d been killed.

      Nonetheless, she’d kept those thoughts to herself.

      And now Brantley had surfaced. And somehow, through an inexplicable quirk, Samantha was with him.

      Allyson didn’t know when the two of them had reconnected in the last four years.

      Allyson hadn’t heard from her sister.

      She didn’t even know if she lived.

      Until she got this letter.

      She’d written back immediately. Let him know that she and Thomas were well.

      The germ of an idea had been planted and quickly grew into a plan.

      Her aunt and uncle had not been pleased. Her aunt had pleaded with Allyson to not go.

      It wasn’t proper, she’d said.

      The only women who traveled west were wives or harlots.

      Well. Allyson wasn’t either of those.

      Even though, if she wanted to, she could have been a wife several times over.

      But the war had thinned out the men of marriageable age, leaving eligible men few and far between. Desirable eligible men.

      She had proposals from two men in their forties and one young man, a couple of years younger than Allyson. Unfortunately, the young man had no prospects. His family had lost everything in the war and he was left without a job.

      Allyson’s uncle, a business man, through and through, worked with the carpetbaggers, not against them.

      He owned a bank and took in as much of their money as they could throw his way.

      He’d been a wealthy man before the war and he was twice as wealthy now. At least.

      Uncle Matthew had given her a signed note guaranteeing as much money as she needed. Besides, beneath the false bottom of her trunk was enough money to last for quite some time.

      The first thing she had to do was procure a wagon, oxen, and supplies in Independence, Missouri.

      This was so, so much more interesting than entertaining the dull people of society in Natchez.

      The west was a new frontier and she would be a part of it.
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        Five Weeks Later

      

      

      So far, the going had been smooth.

      There were no trees out here on the plains and they had a clear view of the horizon in all directions. The sun fell over the horizon sending out rays of light beneath white puffy clouds.

      The scent of burning buffalo chips, commonly called plains oak when in polite company, took some getting used to. Not the most pleasant smell.

      Allyson and Thomas had been on the trail for one week now.

      They had taken some time to purchase their wagon, six oxen, a cow, and supplies. Then hopped in with a late season wagon train. One of the last, actually, leaving this year.

      The gentleman at the mercantile had looked at the two of them with a great deal of skepticism, but he had gladly taken the money Allyson offered.

      Allyson sat on a cracker box and took a bite of bacon.

      A few of the travelers had already eaten and were getting ready to play music.

      “Let’s go listen to the music,” Thomas said, stuffing a biscuit into his mouth.

      Allyson was so exhausted, she didn’t care if she never heard music again.

      “You can hear it from here,” she said, rubbing the side of her head.

      So much dirt flying. All the time.

      At least at night, she could crawl into the wagon, on top of the trunks, and get some sleep without the wind blowing dirt into her face.

      The trunks weren’t comfortable to sleep on, but they were more comfortable than sleeping in the wind or worrying about rattlesnakes crawling under her blanket.

      Thomas sat quietly through the rest of supper.

      He was pouting, that much she could tell. It was hard for Thomas to go more than two minutes without saying anything.

      “Ok,” she said. “after we do the supper dishes, we can walk over there for a minute.”

      “Whoopee,” Thomas said, stuffing his last bite of bacon into his mouth.

      They wiped down the dishes and tucked everything away for the night.

      Then Allyson grabbed a shawl and, yawning behind her hand, they set off toward the guitar music.

      She could hear it just fine from her bed in the wagon.

      But she had to remember that it wasn’t all about her.

      If Thomas wanted to walk over and see the men playing guitar up close, it was the least she could do.

      After all, she was the one who’d wanted this adventure.

      She’d merely dragged Thomas along with her.

      Ever since Papa had sent the two of them to live with Uncle Matthew and his wife, they’d been inseparable.

      Papa had sent their sister, Samantha, to live with his brother in New Orleans and they hadn’t seen her since. And now she found out her sister was in the Colorado Territory.

      They may never see Mama and Papa again, but at least the three siblings could be together.

      There were about a dozen people gathered around three men playing guitars. Allyson and Thomas sat down next to them.

      The men were singing a sad song about a lonely cowboy. The only light came from the moon, adding to the mournfulness of the song.

      Allyson yawned again.

      Thomas wasn’t watching the men playing guitar any more. His attention was on a man sitting in front of his wagon a few feet away.

      “Really, Thomas,” she said. “You have the attention span of a gnat.”

      Thomas shrugged. “I’m gonna go talk to Albert.”

      “How do you even know who that man is?” she asked.

      Thomas just shrugged.

      “If you’re going over there, then I’m going to bed,” she said.

      She stood up and straightened her shawl around her shoulders.

      Turning, she looked back over in the direction of their wagon.

      It was dark between here and there.

      Most of the fires had been put out and people were starting to go to bed.

      Albert was already talking to the man.

      Allyson walked over and stood just out of earshot. Even from here, she could smell the cigar smoke that swirled around him like a wispy cloud.

      The man said something to Thomas and nodded in her direction.

      Thomas nodded solemnly and walked toward her.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Allyson turned and together they walked back in the darkness toward their wagon.

      “Who was that man?” Allyson asked.

      “That’s Albert,” Thomas said.

      “So you said, But what was he doing?”

      “Cleaning his gun,” Thomas said. “He was a soldier in the war.”

      “I see,” Allyson said, stepping around someone’s chickens.

      “We should have bought a gun,” Thomas said.

      “Except that neither one of us knows how to shoot,” she said as they reached their wagon.

      “Albert said he’ll teach me.”

      Thomas climbed up in the wagon.

      Allyson just shook her head.

      “Boys,” she said.
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        One month later

      

      

      Allyson walked next to the covered wagon. The wagon on her right, their cow on her left.

      The cow’s iron bell punctuated every step she took.

      Thomas was driving the wagon. The two of them took turns. Sometimes they both rode, but more often than not, the one not driving would walk. They had to move around, at least some of the time.

      The sun’s heat pounded through her straw hat and made her feel like her head was going to explode.

      Hot dust blew into her face constantly. Hot. Miserable.

      This was not what Allyson expected. Though to be honest with herself, she hadn’t known what to expect.

      She’d read a few dime novels. But in those, the trip didn’t take nearly as long — just turn a page and they were there. And it wasn’t nearly so miserable for those fictional characters as it was in real life.

      They would be stopping for the night soon.

      Though they were incredibly busy, evenings, what little there was of them, were Allyson’s favorite time of the day. By the time they ate supper, the temperature cooled to a pleasant degree.

      After cleaning up the supper dishes, Allyson and Thomas would crawl into the wagon, onto the top of their trunks and fall asleep.

      Then after what seemed like only minutes, the horn would sound and they’d be up again. Before the chickens.

      They ate breakfast and supper. That was it. If they wanted something in the middle of the day, they’d grab a biscuit.

      The wagon train had left later in the season than most, so they pushed, covering as much ground as possible each day. There were sixteen wagons altogether.

      They’d only been on the trail for a month, but already, they’d lost two of their traveling companions.

      One woman had died giving birth.

      The other women took turns with the baby and each day the baby’s crying got louder.

      Each day they moved the baby backwards one wagon. Tomorrow was Allyson’s day.

      She dreaded it, but she felt sorry for the man who’d lost his wife and was left alone to care for their child.

      It was hard enough out here without having a child to care for.

      She’d overhead some talk that the man might give the baby to one of the ladies.

      It was unimaginable.

      They’d also lost a man who’d been crushed while fixing a cracked wheel on his wagon.

      The dime novels didn’t cover this either.

      Something scurried in the grass just ahead of her.

      Allyson froze.

      Then she heard the rattle.

      A rattlesnake.

      Every nerve in her body tensed.

      Everything moved in slow motion.

      The wagon kept rolling. The cow kept walking.

      But she didn’t dare move a muscle.

      Not a twitch.

      The snake raised its head, swayed and hissed, its forked tongue flicking up and down.

      It swayed toward her ever so slightly, floating in the air.

      The pop of a gun, sent her crumpling backwards.

      She covered her face with her arms and closed her eyes.

      So this was how it would end…
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      Allyson held her breath and waited to feel the rattlesnake’s fangs bite into her skin.

      Its rattle was all she could hear.

      Then in what was probably only a second, but felt like forever, she heard Thomas calling her name.

      She whimpered, but didn’t dare move.

      “Albert shot him,” Thomas said.

      Allyson’s breath came in short gasps.

      She felt someone standing near her.

      “I shot him,” a man said. “He can’t hurt you now.”

      Allyson slowly lowered her arms and opened her eyes. Thomas knelt in front of her.

      He was grinning.

      “Albert shot the rattlesnake,” he said. “You shoulda seen that snake flying through the air.”

      She sat up and looked toward the snake.

      It was writhing, but was no longer floating in the air.

      Albert picked it up by the tail. It swayed toward him and he dropped it.

      “It doesn’t look dead,” Allyson said, scooting back a little.

      Albert looked in her direction. “It’s dead,” he said. “It just doesn’t know it yet.” He kicked the snake away. “But he can still bite.”

      “Can I have the rattle?” Thomas asked.

      Albert took a knife out of his pocket and cut the snake’s rattle off.

      “Here you go,” he said, handing the rattle to Thomas.

      “I’ll put it in my collection,” he said.

      “I thought you were collecting rocks,” Allyson said, keeping an eye on the snake. Just in case it decided it wasn’t really dead after all.

      “It goes good with the rocks.”

      Allyson dusted off her hands and contemplated getting up.

      Albert held out a hand. A big ruby ring on one of his fingers glinted in the sunlight.

      She put her hand in his and he pulled her easily to her feet.

      “Hello,” he said.

      “Hello.” She barely glanced at him, but kept a wary watch on the snake.

      “Did it bite you?” he asked.

      “What?” She met his gaze, hers locking onto bright brown eyes. “No. Thank you.”

      “You’ll be wanting to ride for a while then?” he asked.

      She nodded. “I think so. Yes.”

      Her gaze darted back to Thomas.

      “We’re drawing quite the crowd here,” he said.

      It was only then she noticed that the other wagons were stopping behind them and a few people, having caught up, were gathering around them to see what was going on.

      She lifted her skirts off the ground, but the snake lay between her and the wagon.

      Before she knew what he was doing, Albert put an arm beneath her knees and picked her up. With a little gasp, she wrapped her arms around him. He smelled like horses and cigar smoke.

      He deftly carried her to her wagon and helped her aboard. Thomas ran around and boarded the wagon from the other side.

      Albert tipped his hat at her and smiled before addressing Thomas.

      “Take good care of her now,” he said.

      “I will,” Thomas said, cracking the whip and releasing the brake.

      Allyson watched as Albert mounted his horse. Albert was tall and lean with sandy brown hair. He wasn’t much older than she was.

      He’d saved her life.
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      Some of the wagon trains traveled north, to Oregon, but the one they were with traveled to Denver as their final destination.

      Allyson’s plan was to buy supplies, then head north to Whiskey Springs.

      The temperatures had already dropped, especially at night and it wouldn’t be long before snowfall started.

      So they couldn’t stay in Denver for very long if they were going to travel into the high country.

      Allyson sat with Thomas on their wagon as they rolled into town.

      Denver was a crowded town. Lots of cowboys. A few women, but most of the ones they passed were ladies of ill repute.

      Allyson couldn’t help looking at them. In their brightly colored short skirts and feathers on their hats.

      Thomas couldn’t stop looking at them either.

      The wagon train drew some attention as they rolled into town. Most of the settlers went north to Oregon, so not too many came this way.

      Mostly those seeking gold and silver or maybe trappers came this way.

      They stopped on the other side of town and made camp.

      It was odd to make camp in the middle of the afternoon.

      For almost three months, they’d traveled all day, every day.

      Allyson thought she might sleep for a week.

      But Thomas wasn’t so inclined.

      He secured the wagon, unhooked the oxen, and chattered the whole time about going into town.

      Allyson wanted to see the town, too, but she really, really wanted a nap first.

      Thomas reluctantly agreed to wait while she slept.

      She climbed into the back of the wagon, on top of the trunks, and closed her eyes.

      She’d no more than closed her eyes when Thomas stuck his head into the wagon.

      “I’m going to take a walk,” he said. “I won’t be long.”

      She grumbled something and counted to ten.

      She couldn’t sleep. Not now. Not with Thomas going about by himself. She sat up, brushed her hair, and tied it into a bun at the back of her head.

      She climbed out of the wagon and saw that she was one of few left in camp.

      With a sigh, she set off walking toward town.

      Her feet hurt.

      It was almost as though her feet knew that they’d reached a stopping point in their destination and it was time to rest.

      A man on horseback rode toward her.

      As he neared, she saw that it was Albert.

      He tipped his hat and reined in his horse when he reached her.

      “You look tired,” he said.

      “I can’t imagine why,” she said.

      “Want a ride?” he asked, patting the horse’s neck.

      “Have you seen Thomas?” she asked, putting a hand over her eyes and squinting toward town.

      “Just saw him heading into the general store.”

      “He must have run.”

      Albert laughed.

      “Never seen someone so excited.”

      “He is rather excitable,” she said.

      He waited while she contemplated what she wanted to do.

      She took a few steps forward. Her boot rubbed against her heel and she winced.

      “Come on,” he said.

      He pulled her up behind him and she wrapped her arms around his waist.

      They took off toward town with the clip clop of the horse’s hooves against the packed dirt road.

      “Might I make a suggestion?” he asked.

      “Sure,” she said.

      “The general store sells shoes,” he said.

      It had been so long since they’d left civilization that it hadn’t even occurred to her that there would be such luxuries out here.

      “I didn’t bring any money,” she said.

      He squeezed her hand.

      “No need to worry,” he said. “I’ll take care of you.”

      A sensation of warmth washed through her.

      Albert was a good man.
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      Though it was only September, everyone said the first snowfall was late.

      Allyson rode on the wagon, sitting next to Thomas.

      Thomas had the reins.

      After months behind the reins, he’d gotten quite proficient.

      The mountains they’d been traveling toward for weeks had a gentle slope as they approached.

      It seemed the terrain changed suddenly.

      Suddenly they were no longer on the plains, but were riding along a trail shaded by trees. Pine trees. Fir trees.

      They followed along a rushing mountain stream. Unlike the Mississippi’s deep slow-moving murky water, this stream was shallow and rocky.

      In places, it cascaded over rocks with a steady roar.

      They passed a cabin. Then another.

      The river road wound through the mountains, but with a steady climb now.

      They’d left early that morning. Allyson, Thomas, and Albert.

      Albert had insisted on coming with them.

      Said it wasn’t safe for two people to be traveling alone.

      He didn’t say it, but she knew he meant it wasn’t safe for a woman and child to be traveling alone.

      But Albert had guns. He carried a rifle and a pistol. She had to admit, at least to herself, that she felt safer with him along than she would have felt if it was her and Thomas out on the trail.

      It was noon now, but the temperature stayed cool.

      She pulled her shawl closer around her shoulders.

      “How much further?” Thomas asked.

      “I don’t know,” Allyson said. “They said it wasn’t far.” Though her not far may well be different from someone else’s not far.

      Out here the land seemed to go on and on forever.

      “I’m hungry,” Thomas said.

      Allyson laughed. Of course he was.

      They came to a flat place near the river.

      “We can stop here,” Albert said. “If you want to.”

      “Yes,” Thomas said.

      Allyson nodded.

      Albert tied his horse to their wagon while Thomas jumped down.

      Albert held out his arms for Allyson and helped her to the ground. His hands on her waist, she put her hands on his shoulders.

      She kept her gaze on the ground.

      Allyson had never had a beau. First there was the war. Then the after effects of the war. Papa had sent her sister Samantha to New Orleans for that very reason.

      Albert was an attractive man. And he seemed to like Allyson.

      She wasn’t sure that she wanted him to court her.

      Where the reluctance came, she wasn’t sure.

      He was kind and attentive. And Thomas was enthralled with him.

      Was that enough?

      Unable to figure that out right now, she went to the back of the wagon and took out a basket of food that she’d packed for the trip.

      Albert was at her side, taking the basket from her hands.

      He was definitely attentive.
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      Whiskey Springs had a livery barn. A saloon. Almost a church. And a small general store.

      There were two other buildings going up. Houses maybe.

      The sound of hammering and sawing filled the valley and with the echo, it sounded like there were twice as many men as there actually were.

      “This is it,” Albert said, riding around to her side of the wagon. “I’ll go look for some rooms.”

      Albert galloped ahead, leaving just Allyson and Thomas alone. It was the first time Albert had left their side all day.

      Even though Albert didn’t talk much, it seemed so quiet without him. And for the first time, Allyson had a sense of the vast loneliness of this country.

      Allyson and Thomas rode in silence.

      Allyson took the leather reins in her hands as they approached the main street.

      So this is where her sister decided to make her home.

      She hadn’t bothered to write or get in touch with them, although she knew where to find them.

      Allyson drove the wagon up to the general store and set the brake.

      It looked new and smelled like fresh cut lumber.

      Albert came out the door.

      “They said there are rooms over at the saloon,” he said.

      Allyson had never been inside a saloon.

      But she let him help her out of the wagon and the three of them walked toward the saloon.

      The street was dusty and there was no one else about. The only people moving about were the construction workers.

      “There’s not much here,” Thomas said, picking up a rock and tossing it down the street. “Are you sure we’re in the right place?”

      “I guess we’ll find out,” Allyson said.

      “We are,” Albert said. “They told me Brantley owns the saloon.”

      Brantley. The one Samantha had been going to marry all those years ago.

      She swept her gaze around the little town. How they’d both ended up in the same place was a mystery.

      Perhaps her sister would fill her in.

      They stepped through the open door into the coolness of the saloon and was instantly assaulted by the scent of baking bread.

      It wasn’t at all what she expected.

      The hardwood floors, the tables and chairs, the long polished bar with glasses and bottles displayed behind it.

      Everything gleamed.

      There was a young fellow, tall and lean, behind the bar, wiping the counter with a white cloth. Not Brantley.

      A wooden staircase led the way upstairs.

      Thomas darted up the stairs.

      Albert went up to the counter and spoke to the young man.

      “We’d like two rooms,” he said.

      “I’m sorry, Sir,” the man said. “I only have one room available right now.”

      Albert glanced over his shoulder.

      “You’re the only place in town, I take it,” Albert said, taking off his hat.

      “I’m afraid so,” the man said, picking up a whiskey glass and wiping it down. “Not much here just yet.”

      “We’ll take it then,” Albert said.

      “My name’s Toby,” the man said as he handed Albert the key. “Breakfast at daybreak. Just let me know if you need anything else.”

      Thomas slid back down the bannister as Albert came back with the key.

      Allyson sent a disapproving glance in her brother’s direction.

      “What?” Thomas said.

      “What’s wrong with you?” she asked.

      Thomas shrugged. “I used to do it at home.”

      “You’re not at home,” Allyson said.

      “They only have the one room,” Albert said.

      “I heard,” she said and bit her lip. She wanted to tell him that it would have been nice if he’d asked her, but she tamped down the words. She’d heard it straight from Toby. There was only one room.

      There was no reason to be disagreeable.

      “I’ll get our trunks,” Thomas said.

      Baffling. That was the only word for fourteen-year-old boys. One minute he was a careless child and the next he was a responsible adult.

      While Thomas and Albert went out to the wagon to get their trunks, Allyson wandered up to the bar.

      “Good afternoon,” Toby said, looking at her with an odd expression.

      “Hello,” Allyson said.

      “I’ve been out here too long,” Toby said.

      “Why do you say that?” Allyson said with amusement.

      He wiped down the counter. Seeming to gather his thoughts.

      “All the ladies start to look alike.”

      Allyson took a minute, then laughed. “I think I may know why.”

      “Then please tell me,” Toby said. “I’m feeling kind of out of sorts about it.”

      “Do you know Samantha Beauchamp?” She leaned both hands against the countertop.

      “She’s the one who looks like you,” he said, leaning against the bar.

      “She’s my sister,” Allyson said, delightedly.

      Toby leaned forward. “You don’t say.”

      “That’s why I’m here,” she said, sitting on a bar stool.

      “That is so… unexpected,” he said, his gaze locked onto hers. “You look just like her.”

      “Do you know where she is?”

      “Sure,” he said. “She rode into Boulder City with Brantley to pick up a shipment of whiskey."

      “Oh,” she said. “When are they coming back?”

      “Tomorrow,” he said.

      Albert and Thomas came back inside, each carrying a trunk.

      “Allyson,” Albert said. “Do you want to come up to the room?”

      “In a minute,” Allyson said, then turned back to Toby. “I think I need your help.”
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      Allyson stepped into her sister’s room.

      The window was open, letting the sounds of construction in with the soft breeze.

      The room smelled like flowers, probably from the soap next to the wash basin.

      The room was clean and uncluttered, a familiar looking trunk was open, but neatly packed.

      Allyson ran a hand along the trunk, a dark gray. It was identical to hers.

      It should feel strange, being in Samantha’s room. She hadn’t seen her sister for three years.

      Three long years. So much had changed since then.

      Allyson had grown up and Thomas. Well… Thomas was halfway grown up.

      But it didn’t feel strange.

      Samantha and she had been close.

      Close enough that she was comfortable being in her sister’s space.

      But then Allyson had never been shy.

      Thomas was staying in the room down the hall with Albert.

      Albert had expected her to share a room with him and Thomas.

      She would have had no choice, except that there was an extra room. Her sister’s room.

      Albert’s reaction, though, to her using her sister’s room was disconcerting.

      He seemed… angry.

      He’d dropped her trunk in the middle of the room and walked out.

      Allyson shrugged it off and climbed into the middle of the soft feather bed.

      She laid back, enjoying the sensation of being in a bed again.

      After months of sleeping in a covered wagon, it was good to know that there was comfort at the end of the trail.

      She’d begun to think that they’d walked to the edge of the earth. Where there was nothing but barren plains.

      But this… She looked out the window at the mountain peaks. This was a beautiful oasis like nothing she’d ever imagined, much less seen.

      She’d doubted her sister.

      Wondered why her sister wanted to come out here. And even more, stay.

      But Allyson’s curiosity had gotten the best of her.

      She wanted to see this world.

      Even now, she couldn’t stay cooped up in this room when there were things to see and explore.

      She got up, washed the travel grime off, and put on her emerald green dress with the high neckline and long sleeves.

      She brushed her hair and pulled it up at the back of her head.

      Not wanting to take the time to dig out a bonnet, she left her head uncovered.

      The hallway was empty.

      She tiptoed past Albert and Thomas’ room.

      Thomas could take care of himself and Albert, well, she didn’t want to deal with him right now.

      There were three men sitting at the bar, drinking whiskey.

      Toby held up a hand in greeting.

      She smiled back and walked through the front door.

      Out here, the wind whipped at her hair, enveloping her in the scent of fir trees.

      She took a deep breath and got her bearings.

      Someone had moved their wagon. Probably took it to the livery to feed the animals.

      There were men down the street gathering up their tools and preparing to quit working for the day.

      Drawn to the activity, she wandered in that direction.

      The river cascading over rocks and boulders glinted in the late afternoon sunlight.

      She detoured down a little trail leading to the river bank and followed the rocks until she stood in the middle of the river on a big boulder.

      The water tumbling all around her. A little trout somehow swam its way through the water.

      Fascinated, Allyson knelt on the rock, her skirts spilling around her, and watched the little trout’s progress.

      She was so intent and focused on watching the fish, that at first she didn’t notice a man coming up to the edge of the river and stood watching her.

      The sun must have shifted drawing her attention toward him. She looked at him through her lashes.

      He was tall and lean. Clean shaven with short hair.

      Dressed in dark pants and a white shirt with black boots and a black cowboy hat. He wore a long tan duster.

      She lifted her chin, meeting his gaze head on.

      He tipped his hat and smiled at her.

      “You might have more success with a fishing pole,” he said.

      Her heartrate raced and her hands trembled as she tucked back the hair that had come loose behind her ears.

      Everything in her world seemed to shift.

      Who was this man who sent her pulse rate out of control?
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      The sun was warm, but the breeze was soft with just a hint of the cold night temperatures to come.

      The aspen trees were on fire with their bright red and gold leaves that quaked in the breeze. Hummingbirds chased each other about, searching for something sweet. They normally migrated by this time of year.

      A beautiful autumn day in the mountains.

      Perhaps it was going to be a mild winter.

      Jared Montgomery, however, was more interested in the young lady sitting in a pile of emerald green silk.

      On a boulder in the middle of the river.

      Her long brunette hair tumbled around her shoulders, the wind whipping across her features.

      Plump red lips parted in confusion. Delicate white skin that would easily burn in the high elevation sunshine.

      Where had she come from?

      A water nymph coming from the stream.

      He blinked and she was still there. But she didn’t answer him.

      He had the notion that as long as he kept his gaze on her, she couldn’t disappear.

      So he held his place there on the bank.

      He only came to his senses when she pushed errant strands of hair out of her face and looked at him much the same way that he looked at her.

      Confusion and wonder.

      Spurred into motion, he quickly covered the distance between them. Hopping from rock to rock until he reached the oversized boulder in the middle of the stream.

      It was a favored fishing hole of Whiskey Springs residents.

      But he didn’t think she knew that.

      He caught a glimpse of bright green eyes that bespoke of wonder and curiosity.

      And something else.

      Innocence perhaps.

      He stood just inches from her.

      “Do you need assistance?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “I don’t think so,” she said.

      “These rocks can be slippery,” he said, keeping his gaze locked to hers.

      Time seemed to slow down and everything other than this girl seemed to fade into the background.

      Everything, his whole world, seemed to shift on its axis moving into her orbit.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” she said.

      Not the answer he would have preferred.

      “Do you mind if I sit with you?” he asked.

      She shook her head.

      He climbed onto the boulder and sat down beside her. But instead of sitting next to her, he sat facing her.

      She was like a sweet cake he couldn’t get enough of. Yet there was something hauntingly familiar about her.

      “I haven’t seen you here before,” he said.

      “I just got here,” she said, with a hint of Creole accent. He was charmed.

      “Where from?” he asked.

      “Originally?”

      “Yes,” he said. Originally. Today. Anytime.

      He wanted to know everything there was to know about her.

      “The Mississippi River,” she said, tearing her gaze away from his and looking back down where the fish had been.

      A look of disappointment crossed her features that it was gone.

      “A water nymph,” he said.

      She laughed softly. “Maybe.”

      Whatever she was and how she got here, was a mystery.

      There was only one thing he knew for certain.

      He was besotted.
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      Allyson could barely catch her breath, much less think.

      This man had something about him that make her heart trill.

      While her gaze was on his, the fish she’d been watching swam off.

      Perhaps there would be more fish.

      Coming from the land of the Mississippi River where nothing below the surface of the water was visible, she was enchanted by the water of the cascading river.

      No alligators or snakes in this cold, clear water.

      But it was the man sitting next to her that held her attention.

      He sat facing her, instead of sitting next to her.

      Almost like sitting on what her aunt called a gossip couch.

      The thought made her smile.

      She’d thought her aunt old-fashioned when she’d explained how it worked. Two young people could sit together, facing each other, but not touching.

      Now, she found sitting here like this to be oddly provocative and not a little bit scandalous.

      She didn’t know this man’s name, but she thought she didn’t need to know. Not at this moment, anyway.

      She liked the way he looked at her. Like she was the most fascinating thing he’d ever seen.

      But it wasn’t just that. He made her hands tremble.

      Her skin warmed beneath the hot sun, odd because the temperature was quite mild and the breeze held cool undertones.

      She was beginning to think that perhaps she should have worn a bonnet after all.

      The afternoon shower hit suddenly.

      Allyson gasped and put an arm over her head.

      The man stood up and held out his hands.

      “It really does get slippery,” he said. “on these rocks. Can I help you get back to the bank?”

      “Yes,” she said and put her hands in his.

      His hands were big and strong and she immediately felt safe.

      It was odd because she didn’t even know this man.

      By the time they were safely off the rocks, the rain was coming down in a steady stream.

      He led her to stand beneath a tall Ponderosa pine tree. It not only kept most of the rain off, but the moisture brought out the fresh piney scent.

      They only stood there a couple of minutes before the rain stopped as suddenly as it started.

      She looked into his bold blue eyes and smiled.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “It was my honor,” he said. “to rescue a damsel in distress.”

      He bowed and kissed the back of her hand.

      “Until we meet again,” he said.

      And then he was gone.

      As quickly as he had appeared.
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      Jared had gone to the river looking for Doc Alexander.

      Then when he’d seen the girl sitting there on his favorite boulder in the middle of the river, he’d all but forgotten all about Beau’s upset stomach.

      But something about the rain had jogged his memory.

      He’d rescued the water nymph and gotten her safely to the bank and out of the rain.

      But the water nymph had been rescued and before he got so lost in her eyes that he could never find his way out, he took his leave and continued his search for the doc.

      He found him in the livery barn brushing his horse.

      “Doc,” he said. “You got time to take a look at Beau? He’s got an upset stomach.”

      “Sure thing,” Doc said, setting the brush aside and dusting off his hands. “Beau’s had a rough time ever since he was shot by that crazy fellow.”

      “He has had a hard time,” Jared said. “Where’s Natalie?” Usually when Doc rode out on house calls, his new wife Natalie went along.

      “She rode into Boulder City with Samantha and Brantley.” Doc said. “They took a wagon to pick up whiskey.”

      “Is that so?” Jared said. “I didn’t know she went.”

      “Samantha wanted help picking out a bolt of cloth. That girl goes through dresses like nothing I’ve ever seen.” Doc led his horse into a stall and gave him a dried apple.

      Thinking about Samantha reminded him of the girl by the river.

      “Say,” Jared said. “Does Samantha have a sister?”

      “Samantha?” Doc said, closing the stall door. “I think so. Sure. Back in Louisiana or Mississippi.”

      “Right,” Jared said, shaking his head.

      “Why do you ask?”

      They walked together outside the barn.

      “It’s nothing,” Jared asked. “Just my active imagination.”

      Doc laughed. “No harm in that,” he said. “Where’s Beau?”

      “He’s in the saloon,” Jared said, “Holding his head over one of Toby’s buckets.”

      Jared’s gaze darted toward the trail leading down to the river. He hoped to catch a glimpse of a lovely little water nymph.

      He could see the Ponderosa pine from here, but the girl was gone.

      “You coming?” Doc asked over his shoulder.

      Jared pulled his focus back. “Sure,” he said. “I could use a whiskey.”

      He needed to bide his time on the water nymph.

      At least until he had time to figure out who, exactly, she was and what she was doing here.

      Unless, of course, she was figment of his imagination or even an apparition. Out here where women were few and far between, stranger things had happened.
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      Allyson had left the cover of the fragrant pine tree and continued on her walk around the little town.

      She stepped into the General Store. Like the saloon, the temperature was cool. But unlike the saloon, there was a large stone fireplace with a blazing fire off to one side.

      Drawn to the fire, she held her hands in front of it, warming them.

      Then she turned her back to the flames and took a look around.

      There was a man behind the counter, writing in a ledger. The store was small. Much smaller than the one in Denver.

      But it had a little bit of everything. A few bolts of cloth in brown and dark gray. Needles and thread. Bags of flour. Farming tools. A stack of bibles on the counter. And a host of other things.

      Necessities for the frontier.

      “Good afternoon,” the store clerk said. He was an older gentleman. At least as old as Allyson’s father. He wore a blue plaid long sleeve shirt. He had short hair, but a long beard. He looked at her over little wire spectacles

      “Hello,” Allyson said.

      “What can I help you find?” he asked, closing his ledger and removing his spectacles.

      “Nothing,” she said. “I’m new here and just taking a look around.”

      “Fine. Fine,” the man said. “My name’s Gunther. Just let me know if you need anything.”

      “I will,” she said. “My name’s Allyson Beauchamp.”

      “Beauchamp.” Gunther scratched his head. “Any relation to Samantha Beauchamp?”

      “She’s my sister,” Allyson said. “You know her?”

      “Sure do,” he said. “A fine lady. Getting married to Brantley Jackson.”

      “I heard,” Allyson said, sliding onto the stool.

      Gunther picked up a pipe and filled it with tobacco.

      “Come to think of it,” he said. “You look a might like our Samantha.”

      “That’s what Toby over at the saloon told me,” Allyson said. “I haven’t seen her in a long time.”

      “Did she know you were coming out here?” he asked as he pulled up a stool on his side of the counter and sat down.

      Allyson shook her head. “I figured I could get here faster than a letter could.”

      “Could be,” he said. “You never know.”

      The front door opened and they both looked up.

      Albert came walking in, quickly spotting Allyson.

      “There you are,” he said. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

      Allyson bit her lip to keep from asking why.

      “I’m right here,” she said.

      Albert had been kind to her. He’d saved her from the rattlesnake and had helped out with their wagon during the trip across the plains. He’d also bought her new boots down in Denver.

      He’d been nothing but kind.

      He walked over and stood right next to her.

      Though she fought it, her instinct was to shift away.

      “My name’s Albert,” he said to Gunther.

      “This is Gunther,” Allyson said. “It’s his store.” She didn’t really know whether it was Gunther’s store or if he merely worked here, but she felt inclined to come to his rescue.

      “Can I get you anything?” Gunther asked.

      “Just came to get Allyson,” Albert said.

      “Gunther was keeping me company,” Allyson said.

      Albert made a noncommittal sound.

      “He knows my sister,” she said.

      “Where is your sister?” Albert asked.

      “She’ll be back shortly,” Allyson said. She didn’t want to tell Albert where Samantha was.

      The reluctance made no sense, really.

      Albert knew she was here to see her sister. Knew quite a bit about her actually.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Gunther,” she said. “I won’t keep you any longer.”

      “Take care of yourself,” Gunther said and put his spectacles back on.

      Allyson turned and stiffened as Albert put his hand on her elbow. It felt possessive.

      But she couldn’t pull away without making a scene.

      He kept his hand on her elbow as they walked across the street and into the saloon.

      Allyson hadn’t planned on returning to the saloon just yet, but Albert guided her there and gave her no chance to go in another direction.

      They stepped inside the cool saloon and Allyson blinked as her eyes adjusted to the low light.

      She tried to discreetly pull her arm free, but Albert had quite a firm hold on her.

      There were six men sitting at the bar now and the bartender had his back to them. As Allyson and Albert neared the stairs, the bartender turned around.

      But it wasn’t Toby.

      It was the man from the stream.
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      Jared turned, a glass of whiskey in each hand.

      He slid one over to Nathan and another over to Pete.

      Then his gaze was drawn to the girl in the green dress.

      The water nymph.

      She watched him, her eyes wide with surprise.

      His immediate pleasure at seeing her was just as quickly damped when he noticed that a cowboy had his hand firmly on her elbow.

      He thought she flinched away, but decided he must have imagined it because she turned and went up the stairs with the man.

      He’d thought about nothing but her for the last hour or so since he’d rescued her from the rain.

      Toby was in the kitchen putting together some potatoes and corn for dinner so he’d asked Jared to watch the bar for a few minutes.

      One thing about the people of Whisky Springs. They all pitched in wherever help was needed.

      Jared felt like he was a part of something here.

      Something he hadn’t felt since the day Lee surrendered to Grant at Appomattox Court House.

      Jared had been a commander in the southern army. Straight from Birmingham, Alabama. After the war, there had been nothing left for him there, so he’d set out to explore the wild west.

      Actually he’d set off for Texas, but one thing led to another and he’d found himself in Colorado Territory, finally landing in Whiskey Springs.

      He’d known it was home the minute he’d stood on the mountain side above and looked out over the little valley. There wasn’t even much there at the time. Just a saloon.

      It so happened that Brantley Jackson was looking for help.

      So there it was.

      This was the place he’d call home.

      It was like that for him.

      He’d wander around seemingly aimlessly with no particular destination in mind. Then he’d see something and he’d instantly know that it was for him.

      Just like Whiskey Springs.

      Just like water nymph.

      Only this time, it looked like water nymph belonged to someone else.

      A kick in the stomach.

      That’s what it felt like.

      He wiped the bar with a cloth and forced himself to listen to what Nathan was saying.

      As soon as Toby got back, he’d have a whiskey himself.

      And try to wash water nymph out of his mind.

      It would be a long time, though, before her image faded.
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      Albert guided Allyson up the stairs to the second floor of the saloon where the rooms were located.

      Their boots echoed in the empty hallway of the second floor. The voices of the men downstairs a distant murmur. But the window at the end of the hallway was open allowing the scent of wood smoke to drift inside along with the clang of a blacksmith’s hammer.

      Halfway down the hall toward their rooms, Allyson stopped suddenly and Albert released his hold on her arm

      “What are you doing?” she asked, rubbing her elbows.

      “You’re tired,” he said. “You need some rest.”

      “I’m not tired.” She took a step back.

      “There’s no need to be testy,” he said. “I’m only thinking of your welfare.”

      “My welf—” she said. “I can take care of myself.”

      “You may remember that I paid for the boots on your feet.” He grinned at her, but the grin looked more feral than friendly.

      “And you may remember that I offered to reimburse you.” She put her palm against the wall behind her.

      “It’s not reimbursement that I want,” he said, taking a step toward her.

      She didn’t respond. She really didn’t care what he wanted. She just wanted to be left alone. Not led around like so much chattel.

      “Now honey…” he said.

      Just then a man hurried upstairs.

      Allyson took the opportunity to dash to her door while pulling her key out of her pocket.

      Her heart racing, she unlocked the door, slipped inside, and locked it behind her. She pressed her forehead against the cool wood of the door.

      Albert had been attentive and helpful out on the plains. But now that they were here at their destination, he was overbearing and dominant.

      What was he even doing here? She’d never heard him mention his destination. He was just a man on a horse. No family. Very few belongings.

      She hadn’t given him much thought, really, until now. He was sort of just there.

      She hadn’t encouraged him, nor had she discouraged him.

      It seemed, however, that he’d taken it upon himself to concern himself with her whereabouts.

      Allyson didn’t know what he was thinking or where he got such ideas, but she did know that she wanted nothing else to do with him.

      She’d been enjoying a conversation with Gunther when he’d pulled her away. Just as she’d been enjoying a conversation with Toby when he’d tried to pull her away from him.

      She needed to talk to Thomas. To warn him that Albert was overstepping.

      But for the moment, she decided, she’d just stay in her room.

      And avoid Albert.
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      Jared ended up manning the bar for over an hour. After Toby got supper ready, he took off to prepare the hospital room for Beau.

      Doc wanted him to stay overnight until he was over the worst of whatever was causing him to have an upset stomach.

      He kept an eye on the stairs, but neither water nymph nor her guide came back downstairs.

      Jared took that as a bad sign.

      Whoever the man was, he seemed to have control over the girl.

      It made Jared feel antsy and on edge.

      And working the bar just left him feeling trapped.

      Doc sat down at the bar and asked for a whiskey.

      “Have you seen that girl who looks a whole lot like Samantha?” Doc asked. “I had to look twice. Almost thought she’d come back.”

      Samantha.

      Of course.

      That’s who water nymph looked like.

      He bobbled the cork as he put two and two together.

      Doc sipped his whiskey and didn’t seem to notice.

      “I think I have seen her,” Jared said. “Though I didn’t make the connection at first.”

      “I didn’t either until I remembered Brantley talking about it,” Doc said. “Samantha wasn’t thrilled that he wrote to her sister.”

      “Got herself a possessive husband,” Jared said, setting the corked bottle aside. Then he changed his mind and poured a glass of whiskey for himself.

      The whole thing wasn’t sitting right with him.

      “Didn’t look too happy about it either,” Doc said, swirling the amber liquid in his glass. “if you ask me.”

      That got Jared’s attention. “What do you mean?”

      “When I got upstairs, he had her cornered.” Doc glanced over his shoulder, then leaned forward. “When she saw me, she took off like a rabbit and let herself into her room. Then he went in another.”

      Jared kept his expression blank.

      As blank as a man could who’d just been granted an unspoken wish.

      Maybe water nymph didn’t belong to someone after all.
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      When her heart rate leveled, Allyson pushed off the door and went to the window.

      Activity had picked up outside.

      She saw a young boy and thought at first it was Thomas, but on second glance, it was another boy, taller and a little older than Thomas.

      Allyson wanted to be outside where there was activity. She’d never been one to cower inside.

      And she wouldn’t.

      She just needed a minute to think.

      To figure out this thing with Albert.

      He’d done some kind things for her.

      Especially out on the trail where it had been just her and Thomas.

      It’d been nice to know that someone had their back.

      But now that they were here at Whiskey Springs, he seemed… overly possessive.

      Because of the help he’d provided, she hated to ask him to leave her be.

      But it looked like it was what she was going to have to do.

      Besides, she couldn’t stop thinking about the man from the stream.

      She’d seen him downstairs, too, just a few minutes ago.

      He was a bartender.

      Interesting and honorable work.

      Tomorrow Samantha would be back and Allyson would need a room of her own.

      She had a little money. But she wasn’t sure how long her money would last, especially renting a room here at the saloon.

      There was only one room available. And Albert had taken it.

      She stepped away from the window and dropped onto the bed.

      This was a problem.

      There was no way she was going to stay in a room with Albert.

      She’d stay here with her sister.

      It was the only option.

      There was no boardinghouse here.

      Nothing.

      Perhaps if Allyson had known what the conditions were like here in Whiskey Springs, she would have reconsidered.

      But she knew she wouldn’t. She hadn’t even finished exploring the town yet. So far all the people had been friendly.

      She hadn’t encountered any other women. The only ones who’d been mentioned were her sister and one other. Was that even possible?

      She needed to find out the bartender’s name so she would know how to think about him other than bartender or man from the stream.

      She got up from the bed and rinsed her face with cool water from the basin and put a bonnet on her head, tying a bow beneath her chin.

      Then she went to the door and peeked out.

      The hallway was empty.

      Moving quickly and quietly, she locked the door behind her and tiptoed down the hallway. When she reached the stairs, she practically ran down them, her heart racing.

      She hadn’t considered that Albert might be downstairs.

      If he was, she’d just have to tell him to leave her be.

      But a quick glance told her that he wasn’t down here.

      There were quite a few men down here though. Some sat at the little tables, others at the bar.

      As she made her way to the bar, she noticed that Toby was now the bartender.

      Had she imagined the man from the stream?

      Surely her imagination wasn’t that vivid.

      She reached the end of the bar and Toby immediately came to stand in front of her.

      “Is something wrong?” he asked.

      “Everything’s just fine,” Allyson said.

      “Come around to the kitchen and I’ll get you some supper?” he said.

      “Actually… I was looking for…” she glanced over her shoulder. “my little brother.”

      “I think he’s out in the stables.”

      “Oh. Ok.” She tapped her fingers on the smooth wood of the bar. “Is there another bartender?”

      “Several of us fill in from time to time,” he said. “Why do you ask?”

      “I was just curious,” she said.

      Toby waited patiently. Picked up an empty glass and wiped it clean.

      “Do you need someone to help you out?” she asked. “Maybe to serve at meal time?”

      “Sometimes,” he said. “But you’re welcome back in the kitchen. There’s a table back there and a warm fireplace.”

      She realized he wanted her out of the saloon and possibly away from the other men. In that case, he definitely wouldn’t want her serving.

      “Thanks,” she said. “I’m gonna head out to the stables to look for my brother.”

      “Take care now,” Toby said.

      Allyson threaded her way to the door. A couple of men nodded respectfully, but most of them paid her no attention, at least not obviously.

      She stepped outside and again was in awe of the fresh clean air that carried the scent of fir trees.

      A gust of wind swept through as she walked and she held her bonnet in place with one hand while holding her skirts with the other.

      She hated that she was on edge, watching out for Albert. She dreaded the confrontation that was sure to happen as soon as she saw him the next time.

      Fortunately, he wasn’t out here.

      She stopped at the stable door and peeked around the corner.

      Her brother was there, talking up a storm to a cowboy who had his back to her.

      “I even have a rattle from a real-life rattlesnake,” Thomas said. “It almost bit my sister out on the trail.”

      She blew out a breath. He couldn’t be talking to Albert.  Since Albert already knew this seeing as how he was the one who shot the rattlesnake and gave Albert that stupid rattle.

      “Did you shoot the rattlesnake?” the man asked.

      “Not me,” Thomas said, wrinkling his nose. “I don’t have a gun. It was Albert.”

      “Maybe you should learn to shoot,” the man said, tossing a pitchfork full of hay into one of the stalls.

      They seemed to be the only two people in the barn so she walked inside, putting a smile on her face.

      “There’s my sister Allyson now,” Thomas said. “You should meet her.”

      The man straightened and turned.

      It was him.

      The bartender from the river.
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      The scent of fresh hay mixed with the smell of horses. This was one of Jared’s favorite places to spend his free time, what little he had.

      He’d come to muck the stalls and brush a horse or two. He’d lost his horse in the war and he missed the routine of caring for him.

      The boy, Thomas, had just come into town today and he chattered more than just about anybody Jared knew. He didn’t mind though. Sometimes it got lonely with just his own thoughts to keep him company.

      Jared removed the straw he’d been chewing on and set the pitching fork down.

      He turned and found himself face to face with the water nymph.

      “What’s her name?” he asked Thomas.

      “Allyson,” Thomas said.

      “Allyson,” Jared said. “We met. Unofficially.”

      He suddenly knew quite a bit about her. He knew she just got into town today. He knew she was nearly bitten by a rattlesnake and he knew she was from not just the Mississippi River, but Natchez specifically.

      He knew she’d traveled all the way from Natchez with just her brother. He still didn’t know, however, how the man he’d seen her with earlier fit into their lives.

      Thomas hadn’t mentioned a husband or beau.

      She stared at him, her eyes bright with amusement.

      “I see you’ve met my brother,” she said.

      “Your brother doesn’t seem to meet a stranger,” Jared said.

      “So true,” she said. “Is he distracting you?”

      “Yes,” he said. “In a good way. I’m thinking about putting him to work though.”

      “That’s a grand idea,” she said and she meant it. Both she and Thomas needed to find work here. It looked like it was going to be much easier for Thomas to find work than it was for her to do so.

      Thomas rolled his eyes.

      “Know anything about horses?” Jared asked the boy.

      Thomas shrugged, picked up a handful of hay and held it up for one of the horses to eat. “Not really.”

      “Well then, what are you good at?” Jared asked. “Since you don’t know how to shoot a gun or take care of horses.”

      Thomas straightened. “I can speak French and I know how to roll cigars. And I can drive a wagon.”

      Jared laughed. “Those are fine skills to have,” he said.

      Thomas beamed at the praise.

      “What can your sister do?” Jared asked.

      “My sister can also speak French. And play the piano. And do needlepoint. And paintings. She can paint quite well,” Thomas considered for a moment. “I don’t think she can roll cigars though.”

      And what, Jared wondered, were these two young people doing out here on the wild frontier.

      It could be any number of reasons. Something could have happened to their parents during the war. They could have lost their homes. Out here people didn’t judge. They just took strangers in and helped them out.

      At least that’s how they did it in Whiskey Springs.

      “I think starting tomorrow you two need shooting lessons,” Jared said, tossing another pitchforkful of hay into the next stall.

      “Whoopee,” Thomas said. Then looked at his sister. “But Allyson’s a girl.”

      “All the more reason,” Jared said. “for her to be able to protect herself.”

      Thomas seemed to consider this. “I guess so,” he said.

      “Want to run get me a pail of water?” Jared asked, holding an empty pail toward Thomas.

      “Sure,” Thomas said, though he didn’t seem overly excited about having an errand to do.

      “I guess I can stop calling you water nymph,” Jared said, standing the pitchfork in the dirt after Thomas left them.

      “You have the advantage,” Allyson said. “I only know you as bartender from the river.”

      Jared laughed. “I can safely say I’ve been called a lot of things but never that.”

      Allyson lifted a questioning eyebrow.

      “My name’s Jared,” he said.

      “Jared,” she said.

      He liked the way his name sounded on her lips.

      “You do look a lot like Samantha,” he said.

      “So I’ve been told.”

      He didn’t say it because a compliment to her would be an insult to her sister.

      But in spite of the resemblance, he found Allyson to be a whole lot more fetching.
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      Jared pulled out a bale of hay for Allyson to sit on while he tossed hay into the horse stalls and filled their troughs with water that Thomas brought in from the well.

      Unlike earlier, when they’d been at the river, Jared didn’t focus all his attention on Allyson.

      Instead, he seemed to be concentrating on Thomas.

      It allowed her to study him more closely than she had a bit earlier.

      “How did you manage to avoid learning to ride a horse?” Jared asked Thomas after they’d finished feeding and watering the horses.

      “We lived right downtown,” Thomas said. “My uncle had a couple of horses, but they were for pulling buggies.”

      “Well, I think we can fix that,” Jared said. “A man out here needs to know how to ride and shoot.”

      “At the same time?” Thomas asked eagerly.

      Jared laughed. “Sometimes. You never know.” He tossed Thomas a dried apple for one of the horses. “What about your sister? Does she know how to ride a horse?”

      Allyson put her hands beneath her chin and watched with amusement as the two of them talked about her like she wasn’t even there.

      “My sister can ride a horse,” Thomas said. “Our papa taught her to ride before we had to go live with our aunt in Natchez. Her and Samantha used to ride.”

      Thomas just spilled their life history to this perfect stranger.

      But then he never met a stranger.

      It was kind of strange, really. Thomas, the youngest, never met a stranger and Samantha, the oldest, had a tendency to keep her business to herself.

      Allyson, the middle child, was more personable than Samantha and a bit more reserved than Thomas.

      But Jared didn’t seem like a complete stranger. He seemed to understand Thomas and he was… kind and… handsome.

      He looked like a man who hadn’t shaved in a couple of days. He didn’t wear a hat and though his hair fell just to his collar, it was dark and a little bit wavy.

      He was tall and lean. He wore dark pants and a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up above his elbows.

      She’d seen him now sitting next to her on a rock, bartending, and now taking care of the horses. Not to mention carrying on a good conversation with Thomas while getting him to work without so much as asking.

      Jared truly was an interesting man.

      Almost as though he knew she was thinking about him, he turned and smiled at her.

      “It’s getting late,” he said with a glance at Thomas. “We should think about escorting your sister in to get some supper.”

      Thomas frowned. “It’s still early,” he said.

      “For us maybe,” Jared said. “But your sister is a lady and we have to take care of her before thinking about ourselves.”

      He held out a hand to Allyson and she put her hand in his.

      And once again she was lost in those deep blue eyes.
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      It was past supper time.

      The sun set early up here in the mountains. And as the sun dropped below the mountain tops, the temperature dropped as well.

      The scent of wood smoke beckoned from the saloon with a promise of warmth and good hot biscuits. Maybe even a slice of ham.

      Most of the men had gone inside to get a whiskey or a meal or both so the streets were clear.

      Jared liked it like this. When everything was calm.

      They’d had some upheaval with both Samantha and Natalie. Jared hoped that Allyson’s arrival in Whiskey Springs was more peaceful.

      He’d almost forgotten about the man who’d escorted her inside the saloon earlier.

      “That man you were with,” he asked as they crossed the street, “Is he your husband?”

      Allyson looked confused. Perhaps she’d talked to several men today.

      “He’s talking about Albert,” Thomas said.

      “No,” she said, wrinkling her nose just a little, but enough that he saw it. “Of course not.”

      “He seemed um…” Jared looked around. Just to make sure Albert wasn’t lurking nearby. “Possessive.”

      “He was,” Allyson said, also looking around. “Helpful out on the trail.”

      “Has he hurt you?” Jared asked, leaning close.

      “No, of course not,” she said quickly.

      But she increased the space between them, walking closer to Thomas.

      Jared didn’t like it.

      He didn’t have any right to not like it, but he didn’t like it.

      In his experience, a man who led a woman around by the elbow like that had something more in mind than just being helpful.

      Doc had noticed it, too. He’d mentioned that she’d darted away from him upstairs.

      There was something not quite right.

      But all Jared could do right now was to keep his eyes open and stay alert.

      They stepped inside the saloon, noisy with men talking and laughing.

      “Come on back to the kitchen,” Jared said, leading Allyson and Thomas back to the relative quietness of the back room.

      Doc was back there, looking fairly miserable. As far as Jared knew, this was the first time Doc and Natalie had spent the night apart since their wedding last spring.

      “Doc,” Jared said. “this is Natalie’s younger sister Allyson and their brother Thomas.”

      “I can see the resemblance,” Doc said. “It’s a pleasure to meet both of you.”

      Samantha and Thomas sat at the table and Toby brought them plates piled with food.

      Jared was pleased to see that Allyson had a healthy appetite.

      “What do you have on tap for tomorrow?” Doc asked Jared.

      “Gonna get the men started on your house while we can,” Jared said.

      “If you need any help,” Allyson asked. “Thomas and I can work.”

      “Maybe in a couple of days,” Jared said. “But you two need to rest. You just got here.”

      “He’s right,” Doc said. “There’s a lot to do to get ready for winter.”

      “Does it snow here?” Thomas asked, grabbing another biscuit off the platter.

      Doc and Jared looked at each other. Then they burst into laughter.

      “What?” Thomas said. “I’ve never seen snow.”

      “Never?” Jared asked, biting his lip to stop laughing.

      “No.” Thomas shook his head.

      “You’re in for quite an experience,” Doc said, then sobered. “But you have to promise me something.”

      “What’s that?” Thomas asked.

      “When the snow comes, you have to promise me you won’t go out in it.”

      “Why not?” Thomas asked, pouring syrup into his plate and grabbing another biscuit.

      “You’ll see,” Doc said. “Just stay inside. Or if you do go outside, make sure somebody knows where you went.”

      “Ok.” Thomas shrugged.

      Allyson was looking at him with a curious expression.

      “Have you seen snow?” Jared asked her.

      “In paintings,” she said. “It’s really pretty.”

      “You’re right,” Jared said. “It is pretty, but unfortunately, the snow up here can be quite dangerous.”

      Allyson nodded. “I’ve read about it.”

      “You’ll be fine,” Doc said. “But there are times when you can’t go outside for several days in a row.”

      Jared looked at Allyson’s flushed face.

      He could imagine being snowed in with her.

      And the image was quite pleasant.
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      Allyson slept late the next morning.

      She hadn’t realized that she was exhausted down to the bone.

      The soft bed was so comfortable that her whole system just went into recovery mode.

      Thomas was asleep on the floor.

      Jared had brought a mattress and blankets up for him to sleep on when Allyson expressed that she would feel better if he was near her.

      She didn’t say anything specific about Albert. She didn’t have to.

      He didn’t ask.

      Thomas didn’t seem to care one way or the other as long as he got to sleep.

      Allyson envied him that. His innocence.

      But she didn’t have any problem sleeping either.

      By the time she woke up, there was a steady stream of hammering coming in from outside.

      And someone was chopping firewood down below.

      The sounds were soothing.

      Allyson stretched and stood up.

      Today was the day she’d been waiting for.

      Today was the day she and Thomas would be reunited with Samantha.

      Samantha would be so surprised to see them.

      Allyson just hoped that her sister was also happy to see them.

      She pushed away the thought that maybe she should have waited for an invitation.

      She washed her face in cool water from the water pitcher and sat down at the dresser to comb her hair.

      Thomas’s little collection was there on the dresser. He had half a dozen pebbles and the rattle from the rattlesnake. Her brother never went anywhere without his collection in his pockets.

      For some reason, just seeing that rattle gave her shivers.

      That snake could easily have killed her.

      Anytime she thought about how close she’d come to being snake bit, she’d remember how Albert had shot it and very likely saved her life.

      She was beholden to him for that.

      It was the one thing that kept her from flat out asking him to leave her alone.

      Though in truth, ever since she’d met Jared yesterday, she was more and more sure that she couldn’t reciprocate Albert’s affections. Nor could she allow him to continue to pursue her.

      But right now she didn’t want to worry about that.

      Right now she needed to get ready for her sister’s arrival.

      She straightened up Samantha’s room a bit. Packed her things back in her trunk and did the same for Thomas’s.

      It was bad enough that they’d made themselves at home in her room. They didn’t need to leave it in a disarray as well.

      After deciding on one of her clean dresses, in a bright yellow, she went behind a screen and got dressed.

      She pulled her hair partially back and let it fall over her left shoulder.

      “Thomas,” she said. “It’s time to get up. We have to get ready to see Samantha.”

      Thomas got up and dashed to the window.

      “There’s something happening,” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

        

      

    

    
      It had snowed last night in the high country and the air was still chilly today.

      Jared had made sure the men were doing what they needed to do on the construction. The sounds of hammering and sawing supported their reassurances that everything was going as expected.

      Jared stood outside the stable, holding the reins of a spirited dapple-gray.

      He’d been about to ride downstream a bit make sure the trail was clear for Brantley and the girls who’d be riding in soon.

      Instead, he stood in place, just watching the string of wagons rolling past.

      So far he counted a dozen wagons.

      Women.

      Half of the wagons, driven by men, held cargo.

      The others held women.

      And not just women, but women wearing brightly colored ruffled skirts and feathers on their heads. He couldn’t help but notice that their bodices were cut low.

      They rode two to a carriage, also driven by men.

      He hadn’t seen such women since the last time he was in Denver.

      Brantley had sent Horace Greenbriar, the owner of much of the property in and around Whiskey Springs, asking for women.

      But the men had been asking for wives. Not…

      Saloon girls.

      One of the women in the first carriage had her driver stop next to Jared.

      “Good morning,” she said with a smile. “I’m looking for the saloon owner.”

      She twirled her parasol with blue tassels.

      “That would be Brantley ma’am. He’s not here right now, but he’s due back later today.”

      “Oh,” she said, clearly disappointed. Then she smiled sweetly. “Then are you the one taking his place?”

      Jared smiled to himself. “No ma’am. But you all are welcome to rest your horses in the livery barn and wait for Brantley in the saloon.”

      “Thank you so much,” she said, then whispered something to her driver.

      The driver, an older fellow, stepped down and helped the ladies down from the carriage.

      The others followed suit and soon there were a dozen women, all in brightly colored dresses and parasols, going into the saloon.

      Jared rubbed his chin and looked up just in time to see Allyson and Thomas peering from their window upstairs. They didn’t see him though.

      He shrugged, mounted his horse, and rode toward the river.

      As he passed the construction area, the hammering had slowed down considerably. Instead, the men were talking animatedly among themselves and watching the women.

      It was going to be hard to get any work out of the men today.

      They’d been asking for women.

      And here they were.

      Personally, Jared didn’t care one way or the other.

      He’d already found the only woman he wanted.

      Allyson.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

        

      

    

    
      Allyson turned away and tapped Thomas on the arm.

      “We shouldn’t be staring,” she said.

      “We probably missed breakfast,” Thomas said, grumbling. “And now there won’t be enough to go around for lunch.”

      Allyson put a hand over her mouth to hide her smile.

      Only an eleven-year-old boy would be more worried about his stomach than a dozen pretty women coming into the saloon.

      And not just women, but women in brightly colored dresses. Dresses that came half-way up to their knees. Wearing make-up and feathers. Some with dyed hair.

      She’d read about painted ladies in the dime novels. And she wanted to see them up close. It was like Natchez Under the Hill, only different.

      “Let’s go see,” she said.

      “I’m not dressed,” Thomas said.

      “Well, hurry up.” Allyson went back to the window, giving Thomas time to get dressed.

      She watched as the men unhitched the horses from the carriages and led the horses into the livery barn.

      The hammering had slowed down to almost nothing with the men interested in watching what was going on.

      So many new people in the little town was no doubt an unusual occurrence.

      When Thomas was finally dressed, the two of them went downstairs.

      The saloon looked completely different, now filled with more women than men.

      Toby was running around trying to bring them something to drink, probably cold tea.

      Unfortunately, Thomas was probably right.

      They’d missed breakfast and it was doubtful they’d get much to eat for lunch.

      The ladies didn’t seem to notice Allyson and Thomas as they walked through the saloon to the kitchen.

      But Allyson took in everything.

      Their dresses. Their hair. Their make-up.

      She wanted to know more.

      But she’d have to wait.

      It would be the height of rudeness to bother them right now.

      “Do you need any help,” she asked Toby as he rushed past, a tray in his hands.

      “Not really,” he said. Then paused. “But if you don’t mind, you can warm up some biscuits and ham for yourselves.”

      He was gone through the door and back into the saloon before she could answer.

      She went to the table and put some biscuits and ham on a plate, then took it to their chairs in front of the hearth.

      She didn’t need to warm anything up. She and Thomas had gotten used to cold food.

      She stood in front of the fireplace and wondered where Jared had gone.

      He’d promised that he’d teach them to ride today.

      But he must have forgotten.

      “What do you think those ladies are doing here?” Thomas asked in between bites of biscuit.

      Allyson sipped her lukewarm coffee.

      “I really don’t know,” she said. “I guess we’ll find out.”

      “Jared’s supposed to teach me to ride a horse today.”

      “I know,” she said.

      She didn’t mention that she didn’t know where Jared was.

      And she was a little bit worried about it.
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      Jared guided his horse, a dapple-gray named Hattie, down the river trail, letting her pick her way carefully over pebbles and gullies.

      It was peaceful out here. He’d volunteered for the job to give himself some time to think.

      Things were changing in Whiskey Springs.

      Who would have thought?

      An entertainment troupe stopping by.

      There would be music and dancing.

      The men were going to love it.

      Perhaps it was something he and Allyson could enjoy together. And Thomas, of course.

      Jared liked the boy.

      And he recognized that he was part of Allyson’s package.

      He didn’t know what happened to their parents, but something had for them to be out here all alone.

      Jared would protect them.

      That was something he knew how to do.

      He needed to teach both of them how to shoot anyway.

      When he got back, they’d start that first.

      It seemed more important than teaching the boy how to ride.

      He reached a curve in the trail and stopped.

      The river was wider here. And deeper.

      But this Colorado Territory was God’s country. No doubt about that.

      The trail was good.

      And it was time for him to get back to Whiskey Springs.

      He nudged the horse around.

      “Let’s go home, Girl,” he said.

      Then he felt a jolt and pain shot through him. A metallic taste flooded his mouth.

      A pain he hadn’t felt since Chickamauga when a bullet had slammed into his upper arm.

      It took him a moment to identify the specific location of the bullet.

      It was in his shoulder. He placed a hand over the wound.

      It was sticky with fresh blood.

      He leaned low over Hattie’s neck and kicked her hard.

      He had to get out of here.

      And back to Whiskey Springs.
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      Allyson and Thomas sat outside the saloon and watched the activity.

      The women who had come in were in the saloon resting, but the men who accompanied them were working. Unloading the wagons.

      She watched in awe as they unloaded pieces of a piano and carried them inside the saloon where they painstakingly reassembled it.

      They had trunks and trunks. Probably clothing and other personal items.

      They stacked them around the walls of the saloon.

      The saloon was shrinking by the minute.

      The piano was being assembled next to the stairs by three men. They hauled in a bench for the piano and a trunk full of sheet music.

      The women entertained themselves with conversation and glasses of tea.

      Toby went into the kitchen, mixed up cookie dough, and put the cookies in the oven.

      Nathan, the construction foreman had given up on his men and gave them the rest of the day off as a holiday.

      A couple of them went out and chopped extra firewood. A couple others went out hunting for game.

      Tonight there would be a feast.

      One of the men already had his guitar out and was playing music. The music drifted through the valley.

      It was a happy, festive time.

      One of the ladies wandered outside.

      She wore a bright maroon dress with lots of lace and ruffles, but unlike Allyson’s dress, her dress showed off her lace up boots and black stockings.

      She smiled at Allyson.

      “They said your name is Allyson,” the woman said.

      Allyson’s eyes widened. “It is.”

      How could this woman, this worldly woman, know her name?

      “My name is Cassie,” she said. “I’m a dancer.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Allyson said. “This is my brother Thomas.”

      Cassie smiled at Thomas. “My, you’re a handsome one.”

      She ruffled Thomas’s hair.

      “What kind of dancer?” Thomas asked. Cassie had his attention now.

      “Theatrical,” Cassie said. Then she looked at Allyson. “Do you do any dancing?”

      “Oh no,” Allyson said.

      “Not even waltzing?”

      Allyson shook her head. “The war…”

      That one word said everything. It was shorthand for everything that this country had been through this decade.

      “Right,” Cassie said. “That’s just one of the things I love about the west. Nobody cares about all that anymore.”

      “But it definitely changed everything,” Allyson said, thinking about how her parents had felt like they needed to split up the family. Sending her sister to New Orleans while sending Allyson and Thomas to Natchez. No telling where her parents had finally ended up. She hadn’t heard from them since that day they’d ridden off.

      But what was done was done.

      Right now, there was so much excitement in the air.

      Cassie was right. Nobody cared about the past out here.

      “We’re always looking for girls to join our troupe,” Cassie said. “Let me know if you’re interested and we’ll see what you can do.”

      “She can play the piano,” Thomas said.

      “Thomas,” Allyson said. Then she looked at Cassie. “Not really.”

      Cassie smiled. “We’ll see. You’re definitely pretty enough. With the right clothes, you could be one of us.”

      Allyson didn’t say anything. She didn’t know what to say.

      Cassie was appealing to her sense of adventure.

      She wondered if Cassie could tell that about her.

      Did she look like girl who wanted excitement in her life?

      Cassie wandered off leaving Allyson to wonder what it would be like to live a life where men did all the work, taking care of the women.

      While the women got to wear pretty dresses and spent their days resting.

      It was a different world from anything she’d imagined.

      That much she did know.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

        

      

    

    
      Just a little bit further.

      Jared clutched the horse’s neck and closed his eyes.

      Hattie could get him home.

      He concentrated on the steady clip clop of her hooves on the packed ground and the soothing roar of the river as it flowed over the rocks.

      He needed to stay calm.

      The metallic taste had subsided, but he thought he might be sick.

      He focused on keeping his breath steady. He loved the fresh scent of the fir trees.

      Doc Alexander could fix him up.

      All he had to do was focus on staying on the horse for a few more minutes.

      The minutes ticked past as the horse continued her way home.

      Jared hadn’t realized he’d gone this far.

      Someone had shot him.

      The thought kept playing over and over in his head, though he tried to think about something else.

      He tried to think about Allyson, but even thinking about her how much he wanted to spend time with her didn’t keep the thought at bay.

      Someone had tried to kill him.

      Jared didn’t make enemies.

      Even during the war, his men had loved him.

      They’d do anything for him.

      Even if it meant putting their lives on the line.

      But the war was over.

      Still, no one should be shooting at him.

      His eyes drifted closed.

      He jolted back awake.

      Dizzy.

      Dizzy and sitting down.

      On the back of a horse.

      Never a good thing.

      His shoulder was still sticky with blood. But it wasn’t gushing.

      He might make it.

      He shivered from a sudden cold spell.

      Just a little bit further.
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      Allyson went inside to sit in front of the fireplace.

      The temperature outside had taken a sudden dive and she didn’t have anything warm to wear.

      Thomas had gone with another young fellow named Declan down to the stream to do some fishing.

      Somehow the cold didn’t bother them as much as it did her.

      For the first time today, she remembered that she hadn’t seen Albert all day.

      She shrugged.

      Just one less thing she had to worry about.

      She picked up a basket sitting next to the chair.

      It must belong to Natalie or Samantha.

      She and Samantha had knitted a lot of socks during the war.

      Allyson could barely stand the thought of knitting anything.

      She put the basket down.

      The girls in the saloon weren’t knitting anything.

      They were engaged in conversations with the men.

      It wasn’t even supper time and already they were talking and laughing.

      Allyson smoothed the skirts of her dress.

      She pulled her skirt up and looked at her boots. The bright yellow dress that had seemed so pretty that morning now felt drab and plain. The hem had no ruffles. No bows. No feathers.

      She felt so out of fashion compared to the saloon girls.

      There was a commotion in the saloon.

      She stood up and went to the door.

      A man walked in from outside.

      “Where’s Doc?” he asked.

      Allyson put a hand over her mouth.

      She rushed to the door and looked outside.

      There was a wagon there. A wagon pulled by one horse and another horse tied up behind the wagon.

      The wagon was packed with supplies, but there were two women on the back of the wagon.

      Her heart rate kicked up.

      Doc Alexander raced passed her and jumped up on the wagon.

      Allyson followed, forcing her feet forward, but dreading what she’d see.

      She reached the wagon and put her hand on the sides.

      Doc jumped down and helped one of the women to the ground.

      “Get some men,” he was saying. “We need to get him inside.”

      The woman dashed inside, her skirts flowing behind her.

      The other woman looked up at her and noticed Allyson standing there.

      “Allyson?”
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      When Jared woke, it was dark.

      He was in a room illuminated by a single candle.

      He’d been in this room before. He wasn’t in the saloon, but he could hear saloon sounds.

      He shifted and pain shot through his shoulder.

      The last thing he remembered was holding onto the back of the horse and trying to stay conscious.

      He looked down at his shoulder. He was bandaged and smelled like antiseptic.

      Somehow he’d gotten back to Whiskey Springs.

      He closed his eyes.

      Someone put a cool cloth on his forehead.

      He blinked and saw that there was a girl sitting next to him.

      As she moved her hand away from him, he saw her face.

      “Allyson,” he said.

      She dropped the cloth into a basin.

      “How do you feel?” she asked.

      “I’ve been better,” he said. “Did I fall off the horse?”

      “I don’t think so,” she said, wringing the cloth. “But they found you on the ground.”

      He blew out a breath. His memory was fuzzy.

      It didn’t matter, though.

      He was here.

      He was home.

      She placed the cloth back on his head.

      “Did you see who shot you?” she asked, pressing the cloth against his skin.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I didn’t see him.”

      Maybe he’d just take a little rest.

      He was safe.

      Allyson was with him.
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      After the men brought Jared into what served as a hospital room, Allyson had stayed with him.

      The little room smelled like antiseptic.

      Doc had removed the bullet and assured them that Jared was going to live.

      Allyson wasn’t sure she believed him at first.

      Jared had been covered in blood.

      His hands. His face. His shirt.

      She’d been so distraught, it had barely registered that her sister, Samantha, was there, even though she’d recognized her immediately.

      Allyson was the one who’d changed the most.

      She was a woman now. No longer the girl she’d been the last time she’d seen her sister.

      After Doc removed the bullet, his wife, Natalie, had been about to clean Jared up.

      That’s when Allyson had pulled herself together and stepped up.

      Though Doc had been the one to bandage him up, she’d been the one to wipe the blood from his face.

      After all that could be done was done, the others had left, leaving her alone with Jared.

      He slept as evening came and after lighting a little candle, sat down in a chair next to him.

      A few minutes later, Samantha came into the room and silently hugged her sister. They spoke in hushed tones.

      “I can’t believe you’re here,” Samantha said, her eyes moist. “You’re all grown up.”

      “You look good,” Allyson said. “The same.”

      “It’s the candlelight,” Samantha said with a quiet laugh. “I went through a bad time.”

      “I’m sorry,” Allyson said, not sure what to say to her older sister.

      “I didn’t want Brantley to write you,” Samantha said. “I was afraid you’d try to come out here. And the trip is too dangerous.” She took her sister’s hand. “But I’m so glad you’re here.”

      “Me too,” Allyson said.

      Jared stirred.

      Samantha straightened. “We’ll talk later,” she said. “My room is your room. Just come in anytime, night or day.”

      Samantha pressed a key into Allyson’s hand.

      “Thank you,” Allyson said, blinking back the tears.

      To think that she’d been worried about using Samantha’s room. Her sister was still the same loving sibling she’d always been.

      Jared opened his eyes as Samantha left the room.

      He stretched out a hand for her.

      She put her hand in his. He held it so tight.

      Just held her hand and looked into her eyes.

      “I’m worried,” he said, licking his dry lips. “that you… anyone here… might be in danger.”

      “I don’t understand,” Allyson said. All she could think about was how he was holding onto her hand. Like a lifeline.

      “Somebody shot me,” he said. “I’m not one to make enemies. I’m hoping it was an accident, but my gut tells me otherwise.”

      “Why would someone do that?” she asked. How could someone purposely shoot such a good man? For no reason?

      “We had a couple of… problems last year,” he said. “Some men got shot. I hope that’s not going to happen again.”

      She didn’t bother to tell him that it already had. He’d been shot.

      He closed his eyes, but his hand stayed steady on hers.

      “Just watch your back,” he said.

      “I will,” she whispered.

      And she sat with him until he fell asleep, his hand going slack around hers.
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      Jared woke the next afternoon feeling more like himself.

      He hated being laid up like this. Part of the thick wool blanket had gotten beneath his cheek and scratched his skin.

      He was lucky, Doc told him.

      He rolled over and reached for a glass of water. His mouth was dry, but he gave up on the water.

      The simplest movement sent more pain through his injured arm than it was worth.

      The saloon sounded different than it ever had and Jared had been here long enough for that to mean something.

      Then he remembered the ladies.

      The men were so starved for female conversation, Brantley would be lucky to get any work at all out of the men.

      Fortunately, they had to work to afford the drinks that came along with those conversations.

      Jared had been lucky. He’d had conversations with both Samantha and Natalie, though he knew it was different.

      They were both married.

      Talking to an available female was a whole different prospect altogether.

      And, of course, that thought brought him around to the one he’d been saving for last.

      Allyson.

      She was a few years younger than he was, but she was full grown. He had no doubt that she was old enough to make someone a good wife.

      For some reason, that thought grated on him and ruined any semblance of a good mood he might have had going. To be honest, the thought made him itchy.

      Allyson was prime to be a wife and there were a whole host of men out here would be looking at her.

      She was different from both Natalie and Samantha. Both of them had been reunited with men they’d known back east.

      But as far as he knew, Allyson didn’t have that kind of tie with anyone.

      He was presumptuous to think that, maybe, but a man could tell those things.

      Allyson was available.

      Unless…

      There was the matter of Albert.

      From what he’d gathered, Allyson and Albert had met out on the trail and didn’t have any history.

      But Albert had that look in his eyes.

      He wanted Allyson for himself.

      And Albert had a running start. He’d saved Allyson from being bitten by a rattlesnake.

      That wasn’t nothing.

      He’d known women to marry a man for less.

      And out here a woman needed to be married.

      He didn’t understand why Brantley hadn’t already married Samantha. Maybe he’d been waiting on Allyson and Thomas to get here.

      He knew one thing for sure.

      Allyson wouldn’t be single for long.

      Even with the influx of unexpected women, Allyson was the most fit for marriage.

      Jared would need to move fast.

      He needed to stake his claim.

      And do it fast.
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      When Allyson woke from a nap, it was almost supper time.

      She’d stayed awake last night, keeping vigil over Jared.

      No one seemed to question her staying with him.

      It was almost like people could see that they might be sweet on each other.

      She smiled to herself. She’d had men call on her, but the war had taken away all of the eligible men, the viable ones anyway, back in Natchez just as she was coming of age.

      None of the men who’d called on her had gotten her attention. Much like Albert.

      Albert seemed like a decent man.

      Most of the time.

      But there was something about him that had her keeping her distance.

      Thomas seemed to like him, but Thomas talked to everyone, so it was hard to know what he actually thought. She doubted he gave the man much thought at all.

      Perhaps she’d ask him.

      One day.

      Right now, she wanted to see if she could borrow the bath tub and take a bath. She wanted to clean up and put on a clean dress.

      Then she would go back to Jared’s side.

      It wasn’t that she didn’t trust anyone else to care for him, but she wanted to be near him.

      She liked everything about him.

      He was handsome with a breathtaking smile and when he smiled at her, she felt like the most important woman in the world.

      He was kind. He didn’t mind listening to Thomas and answering his questions. That was a sign of true kindness right there.

      And the way he held her hand said everything.

      It said he liked her and she was important.

      She put on the dress she’d worn yesterday and headed downstairs.

      As soon as she opened the door to her bedroom, she heard it.

      Piano music.

      The piano she’d seen them bring in yesterday in pieces had been put together.

      What she’d come to think of as the saloon women were dressed up and pairing off with the men.

      But one of the girls, the one she’d met yesterday named Cassie sat at the piano. She wore a black dress, lots of ruffles on the hem of her skirt. A low cut bodice. And a little hat with matching feathers.

      Her hands flew over the piano keys — the music was lively and happy.

      Allyson walked past women and men sitting at the tables, glasses of whiskey in front of them, and went into the kitchen.

      Toby was there, looking harried as he slid a pan of biscuits into the oven.

      He glanced up, saw her, and wiped his hands on a towel.

      “Hey there,” he said. “You hungry?”

      She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten. “Kinda,” she said. Her stomach grumbling, suggesting she was more than kinda hungry.

      “But I was really hoping for a bath,” she said.

      Toby put his hands on his hips.

      “You’ve come to the right place then,” he said. “Every lady out there has had a bath today.”

      “Oh my,” Allyson said.

      “You’re telling me.” Toby picked up a broom and swept flour into a dustpan. “They had those men heating water for hours. I’d be surprised if there’s any water left in the well.”

      Disappointed, she held her hands in front of the fireplace.

      “But for you,” Toby said. “I’ll heat the water myself.”

      She smiled. “That would be so kind. I don’t know how I could thank you.”

      “Just take care of Jared,” he said. “He’s one of the best.”

      Allyson’s cheeks flushed and she bit her lip.

      “I’ll run the tub up to your room and be right back,” he said, setting aside the broom.

      Allyson sat in one of the chairs in front of the fireplace.

      She’d haul the water herself if she had to, but she really wasn’t sure if she had the energy right now.

      Toby came back with a pail of water and hung it on a hook in the fireplace.

      “Have you seen Thomas?” she asked. “Or Samantha?”

      Now that she thought about it, the saloon was empty other than the saloon girls and the Whiskey Springs workers who were having conversations with them.

      “They all went out to look at Doc’s land,” Toby said. “They’ve got the house staked out so they can start building as soon as spring gets here.”

      Then he tossed another log into the fireplace and dusted his hands.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said.

      Alone again, Allyson kinda wished she’d gotten up earlier so she could go with her sister and her friends.

      But Jared was there in bed, recovering.

      As soon as she finished taking her bath, she’d go back to his room on the other side of the saloon.

      He shouldn’t be alone.
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      The piano music reminded Jared of home.

      It soothed his soul and rested his mind.

      With the scratchy blanket pulled beneath his chin, he dozed off.

      When he woke, he immediately knew that he wasn’t alone.

      The strong scent of perfume filled the air. It was soft and flowery.

      Opening his eyes, he saw that it was almost dark. Just a little light coming from the window, but there wasn’t a candle lit just yet.

      He turned his head to the right, a smile on his lips, expecting to see Allyson.

      But the ebony-haired girl with the feathers in the hat on her head sitting in Allyson’s chair was definitely not Allyson.

      “Hello,” she said in a decidedly southern drawl. “My name’s Savannah. But I’m not from Savannah.”

      Savannah, not from Savannah, was a pretty young lady with long flowing ebony hair pulled up on her head.

      Out of the corner of his eyes, he could see that she wore a rather low-cut dress that had long sleeves.

      She had long ebony hair pulled up on top of her head with tendrils falling onto her shoulders.

      When he didn’t answer, she kept talking.

      “I thought you might be lonely in here,” she said.

      He grunted noncommittally.

      “Are you feeling much better?” she asked. “You must be hungry.”

      What he really wanted to know was why she was here and Allyson wasn’t.

      “I can go get you something to eat,” she said.

      Jared wasn’t really hungry, but he quickly decided that if she went to get him something, then he wouldn’t have to chat with her.

      He’d been looking forward to talking with Allyson, not this girl.

      “I’d much appreciate that,” Jared said.

      Grinning, the girl jumped up and headed toward the door.

      “I’ll be right back,” she said over her shoulder.

      “No rush,” Jared said, but he fairly certain she hadn’t heard him.

      The few times Jared had woke last night, Allyson had been at his side.

      It made sense that she had to sleep some time, but he couldn’t help being disappointed that she wasn’t here now. Now that he was really awake.

      He laid there and listened to the piano and the laughter drifting from the saloon.

      The women had brought life to Whiskey Springs.

      That was certainly a good thing.

      But Jared didn’t care if there were one hundred available saloon girls.

      All he wanted was for Allyson to come back.
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      Allyson stared into the flames of the fireplace and waited for the two kettles of water to heat so Toby could take them up and pour them into the bathtub.

      She wasn’t thinking about much of anything when Albert came into the room.

      He walked right over to the fireplace and stood in front of it, his back to Allyson.

      Though she couldn’t figure out how, he didn’t seem to know she was there.

      He was wearing a long brown duster that she hadn’t seen before. Of course, she’d only seen him in the heat of the plains for the most part.

      She wasn’t glad to see him, though some might suggest that they could be considered old friends.

      “Haven’t seen you lately,” he said.

      She nearly jumped, so startled that he did actually know that she was sitting there.

      She liked it considerably better when she thought he didn’t.

      “Well,” she said. “I’ve been here.”

      He turned and ran his gaze from her head to her toes and back up again.

      She rubbed her arms, aware of her dirty yellow dress, yet she didn’t think that was what he was looking at.

      “And yet I haven’t seen you,” he said.

      She forced herself to maintain her gaze. Looking away seemed somehow like losing at whatever game he was playing.

      Toby rushed in, darted past Albert, and pulled the kettles of water from the hook in the fire.

      Albert ignored him.

      Toby shot him a glance when he didn’t bother to move, much less offer to help.

      “This is it,” Toby said to Allyson. “This’ll heat up the water I already have in there.”

      It was enough to jar Allyson into movement.

      “Thank you, Toby,” she said, standing up and following him through the saloon and up the stairs.

      The piano music followed them, but even with the happy tune, it didn’t dispel the bad feeling she got from Albert.

      He was handsome enough.

      And he hadn’t done anything wrong.

      He’d even saved her life.

      But there was just something about him…
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      Jared had almost fallen asleep again.

      Almost.

      Then Savannah, not from Savannah, had come through the door, a plate in one hand, a lantern in the other.

      “I got you something yummy,” she said.

      Jared put a hand over his eyes.

      She brought the scent of bacon and biscuits with her. Normally, he would be tantalized by the prospect of a good supper, especially since he hadn’t eaten since before he’d been shot, but not now. His stomach clenched at the prospect of food.

      Savannah put the lantern on the table next to the bed, sat next to him, and pulled the white cloth off the plate.

      “I’ve got bacon,” she said. “and biscuits. And eggs. Yum. Yum.”

      “I don’t think I’m supposed to eat yet,” Jared said, trying not to be sick.

      “Oh now,” Savannah said, picking up a slice of bacon. “You’ll feel better once you get something on that handsome stomach of yours.”

      She waved the bacon in front of him. Then touched it against his bottom lip.

      He gave up and, taking the meat from her, took a bite.

      “Not so bad, now is it?” Savannah set the plate down and grabbed an extra pillow from next to the bed. “Let’s sit you up so you can eat.”

      She put the extra pillow behind him and helped him sit up, careful of his shoulder.

      He scowled a bit, but actually felt a little better now that he was sitting up.

      “There we go,” she said.

      He smiled at her charming southern accent, in spite of himself.

      She reminded him of the Alabama girls he knew back home. All sweet and syrupy.

      If the war hadn’t happened, he no doubt would have married one of those girls and spent his life happily in Alabama.

      But it had and now he found his thoughts overtaken by a beautiful young girl with a touch of a Creole accent.

      Allyson.

      Savannah scooped up a forkful of eggs and slid the bite between his lips before he knew what she was doing.

      “You’ve got to eat to keep up that handsome strength of yours,” she said, bringing a slice of bacon to his lips.

      He took it from her, careful not to touch her fingertips.

      “Thank you,” he said. “But I think I can take it from here.”

      “Alright,” she said, sitting down with a little pout.

      “You’re taking my job away, you know.” She twirled one of her curls around her fingers.

      “I’m sure you’ve got other men to charm,” he said, picking up the fork and scooping up some eggs. Now that he’d started eating, he found that he was quite hungry, after all.

      “None so handsome as you,” she said.

      Jared laughed. “You must be from Alabama,” he said.

      “New Orleans born and bred,” she said.

      “Close enough,” he said. Some eggs slid off the fork.

      Savannah picked them up, then used the cloth napkin to wipe his chin.

      “All better,” she said.

      Just as she stepped back, he saw Allyson standing in the open doorway.

      She was beautiful standing there in a pale blue dress. In contrast to Savannah’s, hers had a demure high neckline. She had a shawl draped around her shoulders and was a vision of loveliness.

      Jared’s heart raced just at the sight of her standing there.

      Before she could check it, he saw the look of hurt on her face.

      She looked from Jared to Savannah and back again.

      Then she simply turned around and left the room.
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      Could this day get any worse?

      Allyson fled the cigar smoke-filled saloon, the piano music mocking her.

      She hurried past the saloon girls sitting with the men, drinking whiskey and chatting about everything and nothing.

      She should have known it was only a matter of time before one of them found her way in Jared’s room.

      He was by far the most handsome man in Whiskey Springs.

      And she, Allyson, could never compare.

      She didn’t have the clothes. Her dresses were old-fashioned — too long and high-necked.

      Her hair was natural and she didn’t wear make-up. Wouldn’t know where to even start.

      She had to admit it.

      She was plain.

      Her eyes stung with tears as she ran across the street to the stable.

      It was dark outside now. The street was lit only by the full moon.

      Normally, she wouldn’t even go outside after dark.

      But her urge to run away was too strong.

      She’d taken the time to take a bath. To put on one of her best dresses.

      But it didn’t matter.

      She’d been daft to think that a man like Jared would be interested in someone as plain as she was.

      She went to the back of the barn, behind the horse stalls, and sat on a bale of hay.

      The tears stung her eyes.

      She’d been foolish. That was all.

      She’d dared to dream. And she’d assumed that because she liked Jared, that he’d like her back.

      She took a deep breath.

      There was nothing to be done about it.

      “Allyson?”

      She sat up and listened.

      It had sounded a bit like Jared, but that wasn’t possible.

      Jared was laid up in the bed.

      With one of the saloon girls at his side.

      Someone was coming her way with a lantern.

      “Allyson?”

      She peeked around the corner, hoping it wasn’t Albert.

      But it wasn’t Albert.

      It was Jared.

      He had a bandage around his shoulder and a shirt on his other arm.

      “Jared?” she said. He shouldn’t be out here.

      He should be in bed.

      “Allyson,” he said, walking toward her.

      She hurried to him and took the lantern from his hands.

      Together they walked back and sat on the bale of hay.

      “You should be in bed,” she said.

      “I couldn’t,” he said with a grimace as he adjusted his bandaged arm. “I couldn’t let you come out here thinking whatever it was you were thinking.”

      She took a deep breath.

      And hoped he didn’t know what she had been thinking.

      “How did you find me?” she asked softly.

      “The men saw you leaving the saloon and one of them watched to see where you went,” he said, glancing around. “It’s not safe out here.”

      “I know,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

      He took her hand. “Nothing to be sorry about,” he said. “It’s kinda nice to know when a lady cares enough to be a little upset when another woman is being… attentive.”

      She smiled and the last of her tears dried.

      Perhaps she hadn’t been being so silly after all.
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      Jared’s shoulder hurt like the devil.

      It was dark in the barn, but they sat in a little circle of light created by the lantern he’d grabbed on his way out.

      It smelled like horses and hay. Quite the pleasant contrast to Savannah’s perfume.

      Everyone, starting with Savannah, had tried to keep him from following Allyson.

      He wasn’t even sure what he’d said as he pushed his way through the smoke-filled saloon.

      Any of the men would have gladly watched out for Allyson and he trusted them to do just that. But he needed her to know that she was the one he wanted to be with.

      He’d gotten himself to the barn on sheer inner strength. It reminded him of going into battle with a single-minded purpose. He’d blocked everything else out to the detriment of his own well-being.

      But now that he was here, he collapsed onto the bale of hay.

      “We should get you back to the bed,” she said.

      “Let’s just rest for a minute,” he said and laid back on the hay.

      She considered for a minute, then said “Ok,” and laid back next to him.

      Jared laughed. A deep chuckle that ripped at his bandaged shoulder.

      Those saloon girls didn’t hold a candle to Allyson. Not even with all their fluffy attire and perfumes.

      He wanted her to know this.

      To understand.

      “Allyson,” he said, staring at the ceiling.

      “Yes?”

      “I’m really, really glad you’re here.”

      He could feel her smiling without even looking at her.

      “Me too,” she said.

      “After I’m up and on my feet again,” he said. “do you think maybe I could call on you?”

      She was quiet for a minute and he braced himself to hear her reasons why she didn’t  want him to call on her.

      Probably something to do with Savannah from New Orleans.

      He would tell her that he tried to discourage Savannah.

      That he only had eyes for her — Allyson.

      “I think yes,” she said.

      “I tried to discourage Savannah,” he said. “Honest.”

      She shot him a look that left no doubt that it would be best if he didn’t speak of Savannah again.

      In fact, he’d made the mistake of letting her know that he even knew Savannah’s name.

      Well, he wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      “You’re beautiful,” he said.

      She was silent.

      He turned his head and looked at her.

      She stared straight at the ceiling.

      Her expression was serious. Pensive even.

      He ran his thumb over hers.

      “What’s bothering you?” he asked.

      She shook her head ever so slightly.

      Then she turned and looked into his eyes.

      “Nothing’s wrong,” she said.

      But there was a sadness in her eyes.

      He didn’t like it.

      He pulled her hand to his lips and kissed the back of fingers sweetly.

      She sighed.

      Fortunately, Jared had a pretty good idea of what to do about it.
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      After Jared walked Allyson back to the saloon and assured her that he would be fine by himself and truly just wanted to sleep, she went upstairs to her room.

      Even though it was late, Samantha was still up. She sat in a chair, reading by candlelight.

      “You’re back,” Samantha said.

      “And you’re up,” Allyson said.

      Samantha set her book aside and studied her sister.

      “I guess it’s a late night for the Beauchamp girls,” Samantha said.

      Allyson smiled and sat down on the edge of the bed. “I guess so,” she said, laying back on the soft mattress.

      “You like Jared, huh?” Samantha asked.

      Allyson sat up. “He’s nice.” She wasn’t quite ready to admit just how much she liked him.

      Samantha smiled. “Yeah, Jared is one of the good guys.”

      “Like Brantley?” Allyson asked.

      “That’s right.” Samantha said, tucking a strand of hair behind an ear.

      “I always knew that you and Brantley would be together,” Allyson said, picking up Samantha’s book and looking at the cover.

      It was one of those dime novels that people read about the west. She’d seen them at various dry goods stores. “Are these accurate?” she asked, flipping through pages.

      Samantha laughed. “If you like outlaws and Indians.” She smoothed her skirt. “Brantley loves them. He’s probably read at least a hundred of them.”

      Allyson laid the book down and picked up a pillow, hugging it to her.

      “I guess it is a little like real life then,” Allyson said. “Jared was shot and they said Brantley was, too.”

      “Brantley wasn’t actually shot, but… well… it was a mess,” Samantha said. Then shook her head. “But let’s not talk about that.”

      Allyson rested her chin on her hands.

      “Why haven’t you already gotten married?” she asked.

      Samantha looked toward the window. “I don’t really know.” Then she turned back and grinned. “I think maybe I was waiting for you and Thomas.”

      Allyson smiled. “You knew we were coming?”

      “Not really,” Samantha said. “But now that you’re here, I feel like it’s time to do it.”

      “Really?” Allyson said, her mood brightening considerably. “You’re gonna do it?”

      “Sure,” Samantha said, getting up and dashing over to her trunk. “I’ve got the perfect dress.

      She pulled out a lovely silver dress with a full skirt and a modestly low bodice.

      The dress was full length, but it had lots and lots of layers.

      Allyson ran a hand over the silk. “This is beautiful.”

      “I know,” Samantha said. “Mrs. Drake over in Boulder City makes lovely dresses.” She looked up at Allyson. “Brantley says I go through dresses like a wildfire.”

      “That doesn’t sound like you,” Allyson said, remembering the collection of dresses Samantha had back home.

      Samantha shrugged. “Things change, I guess.”

      “I guess.” Allyson laid the dress on the bed and studied it. “Do you think maybe we’re out of style?” she asked.

      Samantha sat on the bed next to the dress. “What do you mean?” she asked, her brow furrowed.

      “It’s a lovely dress,” Allyson said quickly. “And it’ll make a beautiful wedding dress. But… the girls downstairs have dresses that are shorter and…” she ran a hand along the neckline. “lower.”

      Samantha put a hand over her mouth. Then she took both of Allyson’s hands in her.

      “Allyson,” she said. “Those ladies are…”

      Allyson looked at her quizzically. “They’re what?” she asked, impatiently.

      “Well, they aren’t regular ladies.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “They get paid to talk to men.”

      Allyson dropped onto the bed. “Oh no,” she said. “They aren’t like the Natchez Under the Hill women. They’re ladies. I’ve talked to them.”

      Samantha was shaking her head.

      Allyson kept talking. “They’re smart and talented. There’s one who can play the piano better than we can.”

      “I know,” Samantha said. “But it remains to say that they get paid to talk to men.”

      Allyson ran her fingertips over the dress. It was so beautiful.

      Why was it she was so ready to dismiss everything she knew? To think that just because they were out in a new world that things would be that much different?

      And to think that she’d actually considered the offer to join with those girls?

      She certainly wasn’t about to tell Samantha that.

      No matter what they’d both been through, Samantha was still her big sister.
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      After Allyson went upstairs, Jared found Brantley sitting in in front of the fireplace in the kitchen, a whiskey glass in his hands.

      “What’s wrong?” Jared asked, sitting in the empty chair next to him.

      Brantley stretched out his legs. “Just relaxing a bit before going upstairs.” He looked over at Jared. “Shouldn’t you be in bed yourself?”

      “I’m heading that way,” Jared said. “Just hoping I could catch Doc before he turned in.”

      “He turned in two hours ago,” Brantley said, then shook his head. “Newlyweds.”

      “Figures,” Jared said.

      Brantley sipped his whiskey. “Want a drink?” he asked.

      “Nah,” Jared said. “Not up for it.”

      The two sat in silence for a few minutes. The lively piano music coming from the saloon seemed to be going full force.

      “What do you think about all these new people?” Jared asked. “Are they staying?”

      “I don’t think so,” Brantley said. Then shook his head. “And I sure hope not.”

      Jared stretched his own legs out toward the fire.

      “Seems like you’d want the business,” he said.

      “It does seem like it,” Brantley said. “But it’s too much too fast.”

      “Sounds like a good problem for a saloon owner to have,” Jared said.

      “I prefer the slow and steady growth that we had,” Brantley said.

      “Agree,” Jared said.

      “Too fast and it’ll kill the town,” Brantley said.

      “Maybe,” Jared said. “But I don’t think you can do anything about it.”

      “Not a damn thing,” Brantley said. “Just hold on for the ride. And be prepared to move on when the boom town peaks and dies off.”

      Jared looked at his friend. “Something eating at you, Brantley?”

      Brantley sighed. “Winter’s coming and then nothing can happen again until spring.”

      “Like?” Jared couldn’t see how this winter was any different from any other winter.

      “It’ll be that much longer before me and Samantha can get married.”

      “Sounds like you’re in a hurry,” Jared said.

      “I was in a hurry years ago,” Brantley said. “Now she’s just torturing me.”

      “Then just do it,” Jared said. “Get married. Now. Before winter sets in.”

      “You’re talking to the choir,” Brantley said.

      Jared laughed, feeling some of the tension fade away. “Thinking the choir has some competition.”

      “Yeah,” Brantley said. “Might be hard to attract family-oriented folks with the saloon girls running around.”

      “I don’t think so,” Jared said. “This country’s big enough to support both.”

      “We’ll see,” Brantley said. “I hope you’re right.”

      Jared took his leave and headed to his room.

      He’d never seen Brantley down like this.

      It had seemed to him like everything was going his friend’s way.

      But looks could be deceiving.

      He closed his door and locked it. Just to keep out unexpected visitors.

      Maybe there was something he could do to help Brantley.

      He shook his head. It wasn’t his place to interfere.

      He had his own girl to focus on.
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        Three days later

      

      

      They said winter would be here soon.

      In Allyson’s book, if this wasn’t winter, she didn’t know what was.

      The aspen trees had burst out in yellows and golds. When the wind blew, which was almost all the time, they fell like rain.

      There were aspen leaves on the trees and on the ground. There seemed to be an endless supply of them.

      Allyson plucked one of the leaves out of her hair and pulled her shawl closer.

      The brisk cold weather made her feel alive.

      It had snowed in the high country, leaving the mountains capped in white.

      She and Samantha and Natalie were out behind the saloon. They had a roaring fire going with a big kettle of water heating over it.

      Brantley had hauled their clothes out back. Samantha brought a washtub and Natalie brought the washboard.

      Allyson had brought the soap.

      Right now they had a tub of steaming water with plenty of soap suds.

      Natalie washed one of their dresses using the washboard in the soapy tub.

      She had a pretty glow on her cheeks.

      Samantha helped her rinse and wring the dress, then they hung it on the line.

      Allyson grabbed another dress and dunked it into the tub of soapy water.

      She took her time, enjoying the warmth of the water. Listening to the easy chatter of the two women.

      “What’s it like,” Samantha asked Natalie, “being married?”

      Natalie bit her lip, using a clothes pin to secure the dress to the line.

      “It’s nothing like I expected,” she said, smoothing the dress so it could dry in the sun.

      Allyson glanced up at Samantha.

      Samantha looked toward Allyson, her eyes wide.

      Natalie and Doc Alexander seemed so…compatible. And happy.

      She braced herself to hear that marriage was a hardship.

      Then Natalie turned and swept her hands in front of her.

      “It’s absolutely delightful,” she said, clasping her hands together.

      “Is it really?” Samantha asked with a glance at Allyson.

      “Of course, it is,” she said. “In fact,” and put a hand on her heart. “I highly recommend it.”

      Samantha laughed. “I thought as much,” she said. “I’m thinking about getting married myself.”

      Natalie grinned at her. “You mean you’re finally going to do it?”

      “Maybe,” Samantha said, dropping to her knees to help Allyson wash the dress.

      Natalie came to stand in front of her.

      “He did ask you, didn’t he?” she asked.

      “Well, yes…” she said. “Back during the war. I think it was 1864.”

      “Well, then, when are you going to do it?” Natalie asked. “Once winter hits, it’ll be impossible to get a preacher in here for months."

      “I know,” Samantha said, moving the dress into a tub of clean water. “We were waiting for Allyson and Thomas.”

      “We’re here now,” Allyson said.

      “Where is Brantley anyway?” Natalie asked. “I haven’t seen him lately.”

      “He went into Boulder City,” Samantha said. “Something about picking up some things before the first snowfall.”

      Natalie’s brow creased. “I didn’t know anyone traveled this time of year.” She looked up toward the mountain peaks. “A snow storm could happen at any time.”

      Samantha and Allyson tossed the dress over the line. “He’ll be alright” Samantha said. “He’s learned how to read the weather pretty good. He won’t take any chances.”

      Natalie smoothed the dress. “It’s amazing how fast things dry out here, isn’t it?”

      “It is,” Allyson said. “Nothing like the heavy air back home.”

      “How’s Jared?” Natalie asked.

      “He’s good,” Allyson said. “Already up moving around.”

      “He’s a good man,” Natalie said. “He had Doc’s back when Briscoe was causing trouble.”

      “What is it with men around here?” Allyson asked. “I thought the dime novels were supposed to be fictional, but it seems like outlaws really do exist.”

      “Outlaws exist anyplace,” Samantha said.

      Allyson thought about Albert. She couldn’t help it. Anytime anyone mentioned trouble, she thought about him.

      The hairs on the back of her neck tingled.

      She looked over her shoulder.

      Jared had warned her to be careful. And Allyson trusted his judgement.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 40

          

        

      

    

    
      Jared sat in the kitchen in front of the fireplace.

      He was up moving around, but not well enough to go outside to do anything just yet.

      Brantley had ridden into Boulder City this morning and hadn’t made it back yet.

      As he watched the flames devour the wood in the fireplace, he hoped Brantley didn’t encounter any trouble.

      If he didn’t make it back pretty soon, he may have to go out and look for him.

      Probably take a couple of the boys with him. Nobody would fault him for that. Not after someone had used him as target practice.

      They still had no idea who could have done it.

      Might never know.

      The girls had been outside for most of the day doing laundry, so they’d turned in early.

      Jared missed seeing Allyson.

      Last night they’d sat right here in front of the fireplace while Jared read to her.

      Brantley had a huge pile of dime novels that Jared and Allyson had started reading.

      The piano music drifted in from the front the saloon along with the laughter and conversation.

      No one knew how long the saloon girls and their men would be staying.

      But he’d heard rumors that they were planning a dance. He didn’t know how true it was. Or if it really mattered.

      He had other things on his mind.

      He closed his eyes and thought about a future with Allyson. They could get a cabin. A cabin would give them privacy, but they’d still be close to town.

      That’s what Doc was planning. A house far enough away to be private, but still within walking distance of the town.

      At first, Doc had planned to build right down by the river, but after looking over the land and talking with the architect, he’d decided to go upstream a bit where there was a perfectly level plot of land.

      He and Allyson could be Doc and Natalie’s neighbors.

      And probably Samantha and Brantley’s. Brantley was talking about building a cabin and would probably stay close to the saloon.

      He did own it, after all, even if he had given Toby more and more responsibility.

      Toby practically ran the saloon now. If the saloon girls stayed much longer, Toby would have to hire some help for himself.

      Jared wasn’t sure how he felt about that just yet.

      There were upsides and downsides, no matter what Brantley said.

      Brantley said a sudden influx of two dozen people would make the town grow too fast.

      Jared thought the town needed to grow.

      He’d worked all last summer and much of this one with the construction workers and there was one thing they talked about consistently.

      More women in the town.

      You had to have people to attract people.

      So if they were going to grow at all, they needed people.

      It was a lot like priming a pump. You had to have water to pump water.

      Besides, without women, the men wouldn’t stay here.

      The men would leave and the town would die.

      Hell, he’d thought about leaving a few times.

      Truth be told, he’d been getting itchy to move on.

      Then Allyson had shown up.

      And now wild horses couldn’t drag him away from Whiskey Springs.
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      “Be still,” Samantha said, laughing.

      Allyson looked over her shoulder.

      Samantha was pinning the back waist of the light blue dress Allyson was wearing. Allyson was about the same height as Samantha, but she was a couple of inches thinner.

      “You really don’t have to do this,” Allyson said. “I can wear it like this.”

      “We can’t have you wearing a dress that’s too big,” Samantha said, stepping back. “Ok, step out and I’ll sew it up. It’ll take me two minutes.”

      “We’ll be late,” Allyson said, as the clock downstairs chimed six times.

      “It’ll be worth it,” Samantha said. “Especially with all those pretty girls downstairs in their pretty dresses.”

      “They do have pretty dresses,” Allyson said, wistfully as she stepped out of the dress.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Samantha said. “You’ll be the prettiest girl there.”

      Allyson rolled her eyes. “Said by the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

      Samantha grinned. Then hugged her sister. “It’s good to have you here.”

      Allyson sighed. “It is. Who would have thought it?” She fell onto the bed wearing nothing but her camisole and pantalettes while Samantha took the dress and began plying thread to the material.

      Samantha glanced up and nodded. “We’ve come a long way,” she said.

      Allyson laughed. “Yeah. We went from backyard barbeques to hoedowns in a saloon.”

      “Maybe so, but I wouldn’t go back for anything,” Samantha said, using her teeth to break the thread. Then she tied it and took out the pins.

      Samantha grinned, thinking about Jared.

      She was so excited about the dance, she could barely contain herself.

      Still, she knew she had to maintain her decorum.

      But it would be an evening with Jared. One that involved dancing and moonlight.

      She imagined what it might be like to kiss him.

      “Put it on,” Samantha said.

      “That was fast,” Allyson said.

      “I told you I’d be quick.” Samantha gathered up her sewing supplies and put them back in her sewing basket.

      She looked serious and deep in thought as Allyson got back into the dress.

      “Have you noticed anything different about Brantley?” Samantha asked.

      Allyson looked at her sister from beneath her lashes. “Like what? Other than him being so in love with you that he can barely hold a thought.”

      “I don’t know,” Samantha said, folding her hands in her lap. “He seems different to me. Distant maybe.”

      “Nonsense,” Allyson said. “I’ve never seen a man so in love.” Allyson turned her back to Samantha. “Will you button me up?”

      As Samantha buttoned the buttons on the back of her dress, Samantha kept talking. “No,” she said. “It’s something. I’m certain of it.”

      “I wonder what it is,” Allyson said, smoothing her skirts. “Do you think it’s the girls downstairs?”

      Allyson bit her lip and immediately wished she could take the words back. If her sister felt anything close to how she felt about the saloon girls, then it would be hurtful to have those worst fears spoken out loud.

      “I doubt it,” Samantha said, picking up her hairbrush and brushed through her long hair.

      “I don’t think so,” she said. “But like you keep saying, they have awfully pretty dresses and they have a way with the men. A way to keep their attention.”

      “Well,” Allyson said. “You don’t have to worry about Brantley. I overheard him talking about you with Doc and Jared. He’s planning on staying right here.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “I’m right,” Allyson said, twirling around in the dress. “This is beautiful,” she said.

      “You look as good as any of those girls downstairs,” she said. “Aren’t you glad I took in the waist?”

      Allyson reluctantly agreed. “It does feel a whole lot better.” She looked at her sister. “Are you going to get dressed?”

      “It won’t take me long,” Samantha said.

      Allyson picked up the brush and brushed her hair while Samantha got dressed.

      She needed to pull her hair back. She held it up behind her head. Or maybe leave it long to fall around one shoulder.

      What was the point of having long hair if one didn’t show it off?

      She had an urge to peek downstairs. To see what the girls were wearing. Would they be wearing any fancier dresses then normal? Of course all of their dresses were as nice as anything either Allyson or her sister owned.

      Allyson didn’t have a good answer to that.

      Besides, she couldn’t think past Jared.

      She paced to the window and looked out. It was quiet. No hammers. No saws. The men were all getting ready for the dance.

      How long would it be if before Jared decided he liked the girls in the fluffy short dresses enough to turn his attention to Savannah or one of the other girls?

      Same thing with Brantley. Samantha and Brantley should have been married long ago.

      But she wouldn’t say anything else to her sister.

      She and Samantha had to have each other’s backs.

      As sisters, they had to stick together. Support each other.

      Samantha, finally dressed in a breathtakingly beautiful gown made from light gray silk that shimmered when she moved, looked as lovely as any belle of the ball.

      “We’re going to be alright,” Allyson said. “Brantley knows what he has.”

      She just hoped that Jared felt the same way about her as she felt about him.
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      Jared stood at the foot of the stairs, leaning an elbow on the banister.

      He held his silver pocket watch in his left hand. He watched the seconds tick steadily past.

      One of the saloon girls was playing the piano. A waltz that brought memories of old times.

      Jared had been engaged one time long ago. So long ago, it seemed like another lifetime.

      It had been a betrothal arranged by his family and hers. She had been a pretty girl. Naturally blonde hair and a nice smile.

      But there had never been any love between them.

      But there’d been enough mutual respect that Jared had gone along with it.

      In his world, it was what people did.

      In his world, people married for the purpose of strengthening bloodlines. For merging land holdings. Romantic love rarely came into play.

      For one thing, there just weren’t that many people in their agrarian world of an appropriate age range.

      Fathers did what they needed to do to secure a secure life for their daughters. With that level of security, a daughter could be left to make unsavory choices.

      And that was then. Before the war.

      Now… the saloon girls came to mind.

      As far as he could tell, they were legitimately entertainers. They played the piano. Held engaging conversations. And tonight they would dance.

      Some of them were no doubt casualties of the war.

      Their fathers, husbands, brothers lost in the war. Left to fend for themselves.

      Much like Natalie and Samantha had been.

      Allyson, however, was a different story.

      According to Brantley, his soon to be sister-in-law fell into a different category. One typically only befitting men.

      She’d come west for the adventure.

      Of course, she’d know that her sister was here, but still, she had left her family. An aunt and uncle who were taking good care of her.

      And yet, Allyson was a lady.

      She was an enigma, that’s what she was.

      Jared adjusted his cravat. Or technically speaking, Brantley’s cravat.

      Brantley had gone into Boulder City and bought back a new outfit. The cravat Jared wore was Brantley’s old one.

      Nonetheless, it was better than any Jared had.

      He’d left behind everything from his old life. Everything except for the pocket watch in his hand.

      His grandfather had given him this pocket watch. He’d said keep this to remind you that time is the only thing that matters. Never waste it because you can never replenish it.

      Jared hadn’t even gone home after the war.

      His father had been killed at Appomattox of all places. His brother at the first Battle of Bull Run.

      One at the beginning. One at the end.

      His mother had died somewhere in the middle.

      Jared was the only one left. He’d hired an attorney to take care of selling the house and lands, but he hadn’t cared a thing about setting foot anywhere near the old homeplace in Alabama.

      The attorney had sent the money he got from selling the house to a bank in Denver. And that’s where it had stayed.

      Jared had lived off the work he did with own hands.

      He’d had no need for the wealth.

      Until now.

      Now might be a good time to use that money to build a house for Allyson.

      That is if she wanted to stay in Whiskey Springs.

      They needed to have a conversation.

      He didn’t want to be presumptuous.

      Allyson came down the hall and stopped at the top of the stairs. She was wearing a lovely light blue dress with a daringly conservative bodice. Her long brunette hair was pulled around to her right shoulder.

      Her smile was bright and her cheeks flushed.

      If there was one thing he was sure of, it was that Allyson was the right girl for him.
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      The saloon was crowded. There were saloon women, the men they’d brought with them, the construction workers, and some people from nearby cabins.

      Allyson knew they were from cabins outside of town because there were three other women she hadn’t seen before. Not saloon women, but women wearing regular dresses. No ruffles. But no hoops either.

      Frontier women.

      Just like the dime novels and the photographs.

      Straight long dresses that fell all the way to the floor. High necklines. Very demure.

      The three ladies looked a little uncomfortable with all the activity going on. If Allyson had to guess, they felt a little out of place around the saloon girls.

      Just as Allyson had at first.

      But all her interactions with the saloon girls had been positive and she’d even gotten to know a couple of them — Cassie. And even Savannah.

      They were good people. Entertainers.

      It was by the grace of God that Allyson wasn’t one of them. She could play the piano. And she liked the way they dressed.

      In different circumstances, she could have easily found herself working in a saloon.

      Allyson walked slowly down the stairs, holding her skirt with one hand and using her other hand to balance with the rail.

      Her gaze was locked onto Jared. He was always handsome, but he was even more handsome with a dark blue cravat that perfectly complimented her light blue dress.

      There was no way he could have known what she was going to wear tonight. She hadn’t even known until a couple of hours ago.

      They were in sync that way.

      She reached the bottom of the stairs and he held out his hand.

      She put a gloved hand in his and smiled up at him.

      And in that moment, everything else in the room faded into the background. The music. The saloon girls. Everyone else.

      “I have us a table,” he said.

      She nodded. It was too loud in here to try to speak.

      He led her to a small table near the wall in the back of the saloon.

      He held the chair for her while he sat.

      “Would you like a glass of wine?” he asked.

      “Wine?” All the men here drank whiskey. She didn’t even know they had wine.

      “The girls asked for it,” he said. “And Brantley picked it up on his trip to Boulder City.”

      “Sure,” she said and waited while he went to the bar to get their drinks.

      The dancing had started.

      Ladies in full ruffled skirts danced with the construction workers.

      Oddly enough, most of the men knew how to waltz.

      It was a stark reminder that these men hadn’t always lived on the frontier.

      Many of them came from successful homes. They were well bred and educated.

      The west, however, was a great equalizer.

      Men were who they were based on their actions, not their bloodline.

      They left behind the things they’d done during the war and started a new life out here.

      But they brought their good manners and respect for women with them.

      It was a good thing.

      Allyson was falling for Whiskey Springs. Hook, line, and sinker.

      But the bait was Jared Montgomery.
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      Jared took two glasses of wine and made his way back to their table.

      Just as he set a glass in front of Allyson and took his seat, Brantley tapped his whiskey glass with a spoon. “Can I have your attention, please?”

      Brantley stood four steps up on the staircase. It was where men stood when they wanted to get the attention of those in the saloon.

      It took a couple of tries, but without much effort, Brantley soon had everyone’s attention. The piano player put her hands in her lap and only a distant shadow of music remained.

      “Welcome, everyone,” he said.

      People clapped and a few of the men cheered.

      “I have a confession to make,” he said, when he had their attention again.

      “We’re here to dance and have a good time,” he said. “But while we’re all here together, I have another little something to share with you.”

      The room was quiet enough to hear a pin drop.

      Brantley stepped down to the floor and held out a hand for Samantha to join him.

      Her eyes wide, she glanced around quickly, then went to stand next to him and put her hand in his.

      Her cheeks flushed with surprise, Samantha was lovely in a light gray dress over a wide hoop skirt.

      She looked at Brantley worriedly and he smiled.

      “I’ve invited Reverend Reed here tonight,” he said. “and his lovely wife.”

      Reverend Reed held up a hand and his wife smiled.

      Jared looked questioningly at Allyson. “Do you know what this is?” he asked.

      Allyson shook her head with a quick glance at him, then turned her gaze back to her sister.

      “They came all the way up from Boulder City,” Brantley said.

      A round of welcoming words followed.

      “I invited them here for a specific reason,” Brantley said and looked down at Samantha.

      Her lips parted questioningly.

      “This is something long overdue,” Brantley said. “Something that was supposed to happen years ago, but circumstances prevented it.”

      Then he dropped to his knees.

      “Samantha,” he said. “I know I asked you this a long time ago, but I’ll ask you a thousand times if I have to. Will you marry me? Right here? Right now?”

      There was a collective sigh, but it was Samantha’s response that he cared about.

      She put a hand to her heart and, her eyes moist with tears, she smiled.

      “I thought…” she said. Then shook her head.

      He kissed the palm of her hand.

      “Yes,” she said.

      Then she was in his arms.

      Allyson clasped her hands in front of her mouth. Her eyes were moist.

      “Did you know about this?” Jared asked.

      She shook her head.

      “I knew that they were planning to get married,” she said. “But not today.” She looked at him. “Did you?”

      “No,” he said. “Brantley did this all on his own.”

      “I need to go to Samantha,” she said.

      As he held Allyson’s chair, an idea began to form.
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      Allyson stood next to Samantha as her sister said “I do.”

      She’d never seen Samantha so happy.

      And to think that Samantha had thought that Brantley was pulling away from her.

      It turned out it was just the opposite.

      He’d been secretly planning to get a reverend here before winter set in and no one could go anywhere.

      The wedding only took a few minutes. Then Brantley spirited Samantha upstairs.

      The two of them were laughing like loons.

      Jared took Allyson’s hand they went back to sit at their table.

      “We might see them next week,” Jared said.

      Toasts and laughter spilled across the saloon.

      Allyson’s eyes widened. “Next week?” she said with a giggle.

      He shrugged. “Knowing Brantley.”

      “You may be right,” she said, thinking about how long her sister had been wanting to be Brantley’s wife.

      “What about you?” he asked, taking a sip of wine. “Do you ever think about getting married?”

      “All girls think about getting married,” she said.

      “Maybe.” He glanced around the saloon. “Some girls say it isn’t for them.”

      Allyson sipped her wine and scrunched her nose. Wine had to be an acquired taste.

      “Maybe they aren’t being completely truthful,” she said.

      “Maybe…” he said, glancing around.

      “I bet if we asked every girl in this saloon if she ever dreamed about getting married, they’d all say yes.” She shoved the glass of wine away. It wasn’t for her.

      “Sure maybe at one time,” he said. “But doesn’t mean always.

      “Like the wine,” she said.

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “Seems nice in theory, but after they take a sip, they realize it isn’t for them.”

      “My point exactly,” he said.

      Doc made a toast and Allyson wrapped her fingers around her wine glass and lifted it ever so slightly.

      “Point conceded,” she said.

      “At least the wine got me a point,” he said.

      She grinned. “It’s good for something.”

      “Not a fan?” he asked.

      She played with the stem of the glass. “I think it would take some time to acquire a taste.”

      “At least you gave it a try.”

      “Maybe I should try some whiskey instead,” she said.

      He froze. “Whiskey?” He shook his head. “I don’t think you’ll like whiskey.”

      “Why not?” she asked. “All the ladies are drinking it.”

      “Actually, they’re drinking tea.”

      “Tea?” She looked around at the saloon girls holding what surely looked like glasses of whiskey.

      “Sure,” he said. “That way they can keep up with the men who are drinking whiskey.”

      Allyson looked back into Jared’s eyes, searching for untruths.

      “That seems deceptive,” she said.

      “It is,” he said. “But it’s also good business.” He stretched his legs out. “The men want someone to drink with them, but the ladies can’t possibly keep up. So a little harmless deception keeps everyone happy.”

      Allyson didn’t say anything. She was trying to wrap her head around something that was completely different from what she’d thought.

      She had to change her perception once again about these saloon girls.

      Girls who pretended to drink, but only drank tea.

      “This world has so many things that are different from what we know.”

      “Maybe,” he said. “Or maybe you’re just now getting a look at them.”

      He reached over and squeezed her hand. “You, however, managed to avoid answering my question.”

      “I still maintain that every girl wants to be married, even if she doesn’t admit it.”

      “Is this how you admit that you want to be married?”

      She lifted an eyebrow. “You’re determined, aren’t you? What about you? Do you want to be married?”

      “Of course I want to be married. A man wants a wife and family.”

      “Now this is something arguable.”

      He laughed. “How so?”

      “Men run from marriage like the plague.”

      He kept his expression serious. “Not all men,” he said. “I don’t.”

      “You’re not married.”

      “Doesn’t mean I’m opposed.”

      She just looked at him.

      “At one point I would have been willing to marry a suitable woman, but not anymore. I’ve seen too much. Life is too short. Now I want to marry the right woman.”

      “Even if she isn’t suitable?”

      He hesitated a moment. Then smiled a slow smile.

      “Even if,” he said. “But fortunately for me, she is.”
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      “Jared,” Toby called. “Can I borrow you for a minute?”

      Jared bit back an oath.

      He was having a most delightful conversation with Allyson — the most beautiful woman in the room.

      The most beautiful woman he’d ever met, if truth be told.

      It wasn’t the candlelight or the intoxication of the crowded room.

      He wanted to reel her into his world and never let her go.

      Ever so reluctantly, he pulled his gaze away from hers and looked at Toby.

      Toby had started working at the saloon as a nervous young man, but he was growing into his position as saloonkeeper.

      Brantley, the owner of the saloon, had been pulling back, giving Toby more and more responsibility.

      “Is it urgent?” Jared asked, finding his gaze drawn to Allyson’s plump lips curved into a small flirtatious smile.

      It was almost like she was tempting him back to her.

      Toby, too, glanced at Allyson.

      Something in that glance startled him out of his love-struck haze.

      “Excuse me,” Jared said to Allyson. “I’ll be right back.”

      Allyson nodded with a delicately lifted eyebrow.

      Jared followed Toby through the crowded saloon back to the kitchen.

      The kitchen was for family only. And since Brantley had no family, his friends were family. Doc Alexander and Natalie. Samantha, of course. Her sister Allyson. And by association, Natalie’s brother Declan as well as Allyson and Samantha’s brother Thomas.

      Declan was sitting at the kitchen table, his chin down.

      Toby went around to stand next to him.

      “Tell Jared what you just told me,” Toby said.

      Declan glanced up, then looked back down and rubbed a hand through his hair.

      “Me and Thomas were walking down by the river,” he said. “We knew we needed to be back before dark, but we went too far.”

      With alarm shooting through him, Jared glanced at Toby. Then he slid into the chair next to the boy.

      Something had happened to Thomas.

      Allyson and Samantha’s brother. Declan didn’t even have to say it. Jared could see it in face.

      “Look at me,” Jared said, keeping his voice calm. “Where’s Thomas?”

      Declan licked his lips before speaking in a strained voice.

      “He took him,” he said.

      The alarm bells were deafening now.

      “Who?” Jared asked.

      Declan shook his head. Jared thought for a minute that the boy was going to cry.

      Jared put a hand on the boy’s shoulder.

      “Whatever it is,” Jared said. “You’re not in trouble. But you have to tell us so we can figure out what needs to be done."

      Declan took a deep breath and met Jared’s gaze.

      “Like I said, we were walking around the river. I was in front. Trying to get back so’s Natalie wouldn’t be upset.”

      Declan took a drink from the glass of water Toby set in front of him.

      “Anyway,” Declan said. “I was in front and Thomas was coming along behind. It was getting dark, so we were moving as quick as we could, but we couldn’t really see too good.”

      “Keep going,” Jared said.

      “I heard some scuffling behind me.” Declan’s eyes were pained. “I tried to see what was going on, but it was too dark.”

      “Was it a wild animal?” Jared asked, knowing that it wasn’t, even as he asked.

      Declan shook his head. “A man,” he said. “A man wearing a long coat. A duster. He grabbed Thomas, tossed him on a horse, and took off with him.”

      Declan emptied his water glass. “I followed for awhile,” he said. “But they were moving too fast. And going further and further from town.” He rubbed his face again. “I gave up and ran back here as fast as I could.”

      “You did the right thing,” Jared said. “Notice anything else?”

      Declan shook his head. Then looked up, a fierceness in his eyes.

      “We’ll kill ‘em, right?” Declan asked. “Thomas never hurt nobody.”

      Jared looked at Toby. “Have you told Doc?”

      Toby glanced down at the boy. “Doc turned in early.”

      Damn it.

      And it was Samantha and Brantley’s wedding night.

      The last thing he wanted to do was to disturb them.

      But this was important.

      Jared knew what he needed to do.

      Unfortunately, they had no choice but to wait until first light.
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      Allyson sipped the bitter wine.

      Surely there was something better to drink than this foul liquid.

      She wove her way to the bar and asked the man behind the bar for a glass of water. She recognized him as one of the men who’d come here with the saloon girls, though she’d never spoken to him.

      It seemed that part of the job requirement for this traveling group was to have an endless supply of energy.

      She sat down on an empty bar stool and sipped her water.

      Jared came out of the kitchen, his expression serious.

      He saw her immediately and came straight toward her.

      His expression told her something was wrong.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      He hesitated, seeming to debate whether or not to tell her.

      “Thomas has been taken,” he said.

      Allyson slid from the barstool. “Taken?” she asked. “By who?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “He and Declan were walking along the river when a man took Thomas.”

      “Who would take Thomas?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “But I need to get some men ready to leave at sunrise.”

      The expression on her face was one he never hoped to see again. She’d gone from the flirtatious woman sitting across from him to a terrified sister.

      “In the morning? That’s too long. I’ll go now,” she said. “Have to bring him home.”

      He put a hand gently on her arm. “Allyson,” he said. “try to keep your head on straight. A man took him. We’ll find him. And we’ll find Thomas. But we can’t track him in the dark.”

      “We have to look,” she said. “To try.”

      “I’ll get some men lined up and we’ll leave at daybreak.”

      “That’s too late,” she said. “Nothing can happen to Thomas.”

      “I know,” he said, putting his hands on her elbows. “We’ll bring him back.”

      She lifted her chin. “I know you will,” she said, but her chin was trembling. “We should get some rest.”

      “Good idea,” he said. “Sorry the evening didn’t turn out so well.

      “Me too,” she said, but she couldn’t think about the evening or anything else.

      She hadn’t even thought about Thomas all afternoon.

      Didn’t even notice that he wasn’t back.

      What kind of sister was she?

      She was the worst possible sister. Ever.

      “We can’t tell Samantha,” she said, putting a hand on her forehead. “It’s her wedding night.”

      “I need to tell Brantley,” he said. “Brantley needs to go with us.”

      Allyson took a deep breath. “I know,” she said. “But if we aren’t leaving tonight, then there’s no need to tell him ‘til morning.”

      “All right,” Jared said.

      Allyson stared at the door.

      Thomas was strong. He’d do what he needed to do to survive.

      She wanted to go tonight. Right now.

      But it was dark outside and even in her desperation, she knew that if she went out there in the mountains and tried to find her brother, she wouldn’t survive.

      She wasn’t that stupid.

      She would wait.

      But she would go with them.
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      Jared slept fitfully and was up before first light.

      The saloon was empty as he walked through to the kitchen.

      Not even Toby was up yet.

      Jared started a fire in the stove and made coffee.

      The men would be up soon.

      Jared had honored Allyson’s request to not tell Brantley until this morning.

      They’d let Samantha have her wedding night.

      Just as he poured coffee into a mug, he heard someone come into the kitchen.

      “There’s coffee,” he said, without turning.

      “Thank you.”

      He turned then to see Allyson walking toward him.

      She was wearing a riding dress and had her hair pulled up behind her head.

      “Oh no,” he said.

      She took a mug from the counter and held it out to him. “Oh no, what?” she asked.

      He took the mug and filled it with coffee.

      “Oh no, you are not going,” he said.

      She took the mug from him and sipped. She made a face and thrust the mug back at him.

      He covered his mouth to keep from laughing. It seemed that there was very little to drink out here that didn’t offend her taste buds.

      He dipped a spoon into the sugar bowl. “This will help,” he said, as he stirred the sugar into her coffee.

      “You’re right,” she said. “It’s almost tolerable now.”

      “But you’re still not going,” he said.

      She set the mug down. “I have to go,” she said. “It’s my fault.”

      “How could it possibly be your fault that a man abducted Thomas?”

      She turned her back to him. “I was here,” she said. “And I hadn’t even thought about him. I hadn’t even realized he wasn’t here. I should have.”

      “There was nothing you could have done,” he said. “Boys will be boys.”

      “But they don’t get abducted while they’re being boys.”

      He put his hands on her shoulders.

      Then she leaned back and he pulled her to him and wrapped his arms around her.

      He put his chin on the top of her head and held her close.

      They stood that way as the seconds ticked past.

      If not for the urgency of needing to find Thomas, it could have been a tender moment.

      But he could feel the tension running through her body.

      “Did you sleep at all?” he asked, his breath against her ear.

      “Not really,” she said. “I kept thinking about Thomas out there with some madman.”

      “Any idea who might have captured him?” he asked.

      “Thomas?” she said. “Of course not. He’s a child.”

      “I know,” he said. “It makes no sense.”

      “It’s time to wake up my sister,” she said. “She’s going to be furious.”

      “Maybe not,” he said. “She seems like a level-headed person.”

      She shifted away from him.

      “And I’m not?” she asked.

      She was a nervous wreck, that’s what she was.

      “You’re perfect,” he said. “I’ll go wake up Brantley.” He thought a moment. “Do you want to come with me?”

      “There are a lot of things I’d rather do,” she said. “But yes.”

      “We might as well get it over with.”
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      Allyson sat on the back of a gentle gray mare.

      The earliest hint of sunlight appeared as they left the barn and headed toward the river trail.

      Jared was in front of her.

      Samantha was behind her.

      The two sisters had banded together, but their men hadn’t even tried to fight them.

      Besides Jared and Allyson, Samantha and Brantley, several other people were with them.

      Doc Alexander, Nathan, and six other men Allyson didn’t know.

      Doc’s wife Natalie stayed behind.

      Allyson didn’t blame her.

      But Declan, the young boy who been on the trail with Thomas rode next to Brantley.

      He may not remember exactly where it happened, but he knew more than anyone else.

      Declan increased their odds of finding Thomas.

      As they rode along the riverbank, the early morning mist began to lift.

      It was cold enough to snow, but according to what everyone said, this was nothing compared to how cold it was going to get when winter really set in.

      They rode in silence. The only sounds were the sounds of the horses’ hooves and the creak of the leather saddles.

      Every now and then someone would adjust one of their guns.

      A flock of birds shot into the sky as they passed.

      Allyson kept her thoughts as blank as she could.

      Kept telling herself that they would find him.

      There was no reason for anyone to hurt Thomas.

      He was a good boy. Everyone liked him.

      Something tickled the back of her mind with that thought.

      She focused on the task at hand.

      Keeping her eyes open for any signs of her brother.

      Anything at all.

      His life depended on it.

      As they followed the trail, they started climbing.

      “Bear prints,” someone said.

      Fear shot through Allyson’s heart.

      Thomas had been out here all night. With wild animals and God only knew what else.

      She consoled herself with the thought that if a man had taken him, then that man would probably have protected him from being attacked by a wild animal.

      Including a bear.

      She had to keep her wits about her.

      This was not the time to fall apart.

      She had to keep her eyes open and do her part.

      It was possible that any one of them could see something that could lead them to Thomas.

      Her included.
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      Jared kept his eyes on the trail, looking for any sign whatsoever. He rode his favorite dapple-gray horse, Hattie. A fine horse. Sure-footed.

      The sun was barely up, just enough for them to make their way along the river trail.

      Allyson rode behind him on a mild-mannered mare.

      Allyson and Samantha both wore determined expressions.

      Normally, they wouldn’t allow women out on the trail to search for anyone.

      But this was the west.

      And no one kept women from doing anything.

      Besides, women were good with details and one of them just might see something that the men missed.

      He clearly remembered the time Brantley nearly missed a trampled flower that led to finding Samantha.

      It took him two passes to see it.

      If he’d missed it the second time, who knows what could have happened to Samantha.

      They might never have found her.

      Samantha hadn’t said much. If she was furious, as Allyson had predicted, about them not telling her and Brantley until this morning, she kept it to herself.

      Maybe she was one of those women who kept things inside until later.

      Jared shuddered. His mother had been that way.

      No one knew she was angry until later. When she was ready to let them know.

      He distinctly remembered the Sunday he’d fallen asleep in church. His mother had smiled and tousled his hair just like she did during every other Sunday picnic.

      But when they got home, she took a switch to him.

      He hoped Samantha didn’t take out her anger on Allyson. Allyson had merely been trying to protect her sister. To give her the wedding night she’d dreamed of for so very many years.

      Frankly, Jared would have told her.

      He supposed in this kind of situation, there was no right answer.

      No right answer except to exact revenge on whatever evil person abducted a child.

      His blood boiled just thinking about it.

      The son-of-a-bitch was going to pay for this.

      Not only was Thomas a good kid, but he was the kid brother of the woman he loved.

      And nobody got away with harming one of his.
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      Allyson grasped the reins of the horse until her knuckles turned white.

      She had such anxiety that she could barely breathe.

      She imagined the worst.

      With every step, she expected someone to spot Thomas’s broken body by the side of the trail or in the water or…

      She had to stop herself. Fretting did no good.

      The only way she could help Thomas was to keep her wits about her. And her eyes open.

      She straightened in the saddle. She rode astride.

      Samantha had already informed her that out here women didn’t ride side-saddle. For one it wasn’t practical, but it just flat wasn’t safe.

      Her eyes stung.

      Jared had promised to teach Thomas how to ride. If Thomas had been on a horse, this probably would never have happened.

      She had to stop herself from going down that line of thinking, too.

      It was difficult to find thoughts that weren’t distressing.

      That led her thoughts back to Jared.

      He rode in front of her, sitting easily on the back of the horse.

      Almost like it was second nature to him.

      He’d been in the war.

      He hadn’t told her this, but she knew it.

      He was a southerner.

      That made no difference to her.

      Allyson had put the war behind her.

      She only hoped the country could do the same.

      It was the only way it was going to heal.

      What’s done was done.

      She had to look to the future.

      She hadn’t known what to expect out here. Not really.

      She certainly hadn’t expected to find such beauty. The mountains were so beautifully majestic.

      It would be next to impossible to describe them to someone who’d never seen them.

      And the fresh scent of the fir trees was such a stark contrast to the murky water of the Mississippi River.

      She wanted to stay here.

      To make a life here.

      But she knew that a huge part of that was Jared.

      They crossed a gully and came upon a flat area in the trail. A part of the trail that veered away from the river.

      Though the river flowed in the distance, it was quiet here.

      So quiet, the horses’ hooves pounding the damp earth sounded loud.

      She looked through the trees, then back down along the edge of the trail.

      The men were talking to themselves. She heard them say something about turning back.

      Declan thought they’d come too far.

      Allyson wasn’t ready to turn back.

      She couldn’t explain why. She just wasn’t.

      But she’d go with the group.

      Jared stopped and turned in the saddle as she reached him.

      “We’re going to turn back,” he said.

      She nodded.

      They weren’t making any progress.

      Maybe if they turned back, Declan would recognize something.

      She turned her horse around, keeping her gaze on the trail below, and gasped.

      She’d come so close to missing it.

      But there, on the ground, was Thomas’ rattlesnake rattle.
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      Jared dismounted and picked up the rattlesnake rattle. He picked it up and held it out with two fingers.

      He hadn’t wanted to touch it when Thomas had first shown it to him and he didn’t want to touch it now.

      But there weren’t any rattlesnakes at this elevation and he seriously doubted anyone else would have brought a snake rattle up here and tossed it along the edge of the trail.

      Thomas was smart, he’d have to give him that.

      Even though his choice of collectables was questionable.

      “It’s got to be his,” Jared said, eyeing the rattle.

      “It is,” Allyson said with conviction. “He went this way.”

      Brantley, still on his horse, took the rattle and examined it.

      Then he looked around. “Any ideas?” he asked.

      “He could be anywhere,” Doc Alexander said.

      “Do we keep going along the trail or spread out?” Jared asked.

      Nobody knew the answer.

      But somebody had to make the decision.

      Thomas was up here somewhere.

      Unfortunately up here somewhere was a huge place.

      And without further clues, it would be mere chance if they found Thomas.

      “We’ll keep going,” Allyson said.

      The men glanced at each other and nodded.

      Without further discussion, they continued along the trail.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 53

          

        

      

    

    
      Allyson kept her gaze down, looking for anything that might belong to Thomas.

      There were several small rocks, but unfortunately, rocks from Missouri looked the same as rocks from the Colorado Territory.

      She shivered beneath her wool shawl. The further up the side of the mountain they traveled, the colder it got.

      It would be just their luck to be up here when the first blizzard of the winter hit.

      An hour later, they still traveled silently along the trail.

      They’d left the river some time ago and now they were headed uphill, the trail getting steeper and steeper by the minute.

      They reached a level spot and Brantley stopped. They all followed suit.

      Brantley handed a canteen to Samantha, then drank himself. They exchanged a look that had Samantha blushing prettily.

      Allyson caught Jared watching her and smiled herself.

      “Over there,” Doc Alexander said, pointing over a ridge.

      There was a puny plume of smoke drifting across the little valley.

      “Does anybody live over there?” Doc asked.

      “Not that I know of,” Brantley said. “But there are a lot of homesteaders up here that I don’t know about.”

      “What about you, Jared?” Doc asked.

      “I’m not a good one to ask,” Jared said. “I don’t come up this way.”

      “Well, then,” Doc said. “We’ll just have to go take a look.”

      Allyson hadn’t thought she could get any more nervous.

      But the thought that they could be close to Thomas had her nerves on edge.

      She was afraid that they wouldn’t find him.

      Afraid that they would.

      But they had a good group of men looking for him.

      And they all had guns.

      If they found who’d taken Thomas, there would be hell to pay.
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      Jared and the others, except Doc, had dismounted and crept toward the little cabin with a wisp of smoke drifting from the chimney.

      Allyson and Samantha stayed behind.

      Before leaving her, Jared had pressed a pistol in her hand and instructed her to use it if she needed to.

      “Stay safe,” he’d said before he left her.

      The men had crept forward, spreading out as they approached they cabin.

      By the time they were a few yards away, they had it surrounded.

      It had been decided that Doc would go to the door. He’d say he’d been called out and was lost.

      It was as good story as any.

      Jared held his breath as Doc rode toward the cabin.

      He couldn’t help thinking that one of the men should have stayed behind with the women.

      It wasn’t safe leaving women out here alone. Even if they were within earshot.

      Besides, they didn’t know for sure that Thomas was here.

      There could easily be an innocent settler inside. Maybe even a man and wife. Just living their life out here.

      And here they were surrounded by a bunch of armed men.

      Jared was closest to the door and had the best view.

      Doc dismounted a few feet from the door and, taking his black medical bag with him, walked the rest of the way to the door.

      The cabin looked like a small one room log cabin. There were curtains at the one window. A woman’s touch.

      But they were here, and no harm would be done if they were wrong. Maybe they’d seen Thomas.

      It was possible that he and his abductor had passed through here.

      There was a well out front. Maybe they’d stopped for water.

      The moment the man opened the door, Jared tensed with the knowledge that they were indeed in the right place.

      He only saw the man’s silhouette, but every hair on the back of his neck tingled.

      Taking a few steps forward, he strained to hear the conversation.

      Doc spoke in low tones.

      The man stood in the doorway, keeping it blocked.

      Alexander asked for a cup of coffee.

      The man hesitated.

      Most men would have been quick to accommodate the town doctor.

      But not this one.

      After glancing over his shoulder, he stepped aside and let Alexander into the cabin.

      Jared backed away.

      He needed to talk with the others.

      They needed to know what they were dealing with.

      The man inside the cabin was Albert.
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      “We should go with them,” Allyson said, feeling the horse shift beneath her. She tightened the reins.

      “Can’t,” Samantha said. “I promised Brantley I’d stay here.”

      Allyson felt the weight of the gun in her hands.

      “Jared did the same,” she said. “but he gave me this gun.”

      “It’s to protect us,” Samantha said.

      “What if they need help?” Allyson asked.

      Samantha sat tall in her saddle. Somewhere her sister had learned to ride and to ride well.

      Riding astride a horse wasn’t something their father had taught them.

      “They won’t,” Samantha said.

      Allyson struggled to contain her frustration. “How do you know?”

      Samantha stared straight ahead in the direction the men had gone.

      “I just know,” she said.

      Allyson didn’t say anything else. Something had happened to her sister during the time they were separated.

      But she didn’t dare ask what it was.

      If Samantha wanted her to know, she’d tell her.

      Allyson supposed she was fortunate.

      She’d been well protected. Even out here, she’d been well protected.

      Except maybe for Albert.

      But she hadn’t seen Albert lately. And she had to assume that he’d moved on.

      There was nothing for him in Whiskey Springs.

      Allyson hadn’t given him any encouragement. Surely he’d gotten the idea that she had no interest in allowing him to court her.

      She tried to remember the last time she’d seen him, but couldn’t. Her thoughts had been too full of Jared.

      That and she’d been reunited with her sister.

      She hadn’t had the time to worry about Albert.

      She heard something coming from the direction of the cabin. Could have been men moving about. Could have been muffled voices.

      It was hard to hear over the wind.

      Then she heard a shot.

      No matter what Samantha said, there was no way she was staying here.

      Both her brother and the man she loved were out there. In danger.

      She nudged her horse forward, heading straight for the cabin.

      Leaning forward, she clung to the horse as she raced toward the cabin.

      Someone called out to her.

      But she couldn’t stop.

      She had to get to Thomas. He was in danger. Every fiber of her being pushed her toward reaching the cabin.

      She heard another shot.

      Then she was falling. Falling with nothing to grab.

      She seemed to float in the air for what seemed like forever.

      Then she landed on the ground, her breath whooshing out of her.
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      Jared crouched behind a boulder, watching as Doc stepped inside the cabin.

      No. No. No. Going inside wasn’t part of the plan.

      Once Doc disappeared inside the cabin, the others couldn’t see what was happening.

      Then he saw Allyson riding towards the cabin, her cape flying behind her.

      She flew past him, not even seeing him.

      Jared got to his feet as quickly as he could and began running after her.

      The door to the cabin stood open. He watched as Albert lifted a rifle and aimed at him.

      Doc came up behind the man and knocked Albert down, but not before the gun was fired.

      Then Allyson was falling.

      She landed on the ground seconds before he reached her.

      Whoever Albert had been aiming for, whether him or Allyson, made no difference. Allyson had been hit.

      He knelt beside her.

      She was unconscious, lying on her side.

      Blood was everywhere.

      Jared put a hand on her cheek. She was warm.

      “Doc!” he yelled.

      Doc was already on his way.

      A couple of men held the shooter down.

      He saw Samantha riding toward them and Brantley running their way.

      Samantha and Brantley reached Allyson at the same time. Brantley helped Samantha slide from the horse and in seconds, she was kneeling next her sister.

      “Oh God,” Samantha said, with a glance at Brantley. “What do we do?”

      Brantley nodded toward Doc.

      Doc was examining Allyson.

      “It’s just a flesh wound,” he said. “I think the fall knocked the wind out of her.”

      Doc gently patted her cheek and her eyes blinked open, her dark lashes blinking darkly against her pale cheeks.

      “Do you hurt anywhere?” Doc asked.

      She tried to sit up and he helped her. “Just my arm,” she said, putting a hand over her bloody left arm.

      He reached into his black bag and pulled out a roll of bandages.

      “The bullet went clean through,” he said, swabbing her wound with whiskey.

      She winced and bit her lip. Doc began wrapping her upper arm, to stop the bleeding.

      “She’s going to be alright?” Jared asked, taking her hand and sitting back on his heels.

      She clung to his hand and kept her eyes on his. Something flipped in his heart.

      She’d had a hold on his heart before, but now…

      “She’ll be sore,” Doc said, “but yes.”

      “I’ll go see if I can find her horse,” Nathan said, heading toward the cabin.

      “Who was that man?” Brantley asked.

      “The man named Albert,” Doc said. “The one who came in with Allyson and Thomas, I believe.”

      Samantha stood up. “Thomas?”

      “He’s waking up,” Doc said.

      “Waking?” Samantha gathered up her skirts and started running toward the cabin.

      “He’s alright?” Brantley asked.

      “I think he drugged him,” Doc said. “He’s groggy, but he’ll be ok.”

      Brantley took off after Samantha.

      Allyson tried to sit up.

      “No, you don’t,” Jared said. “I’m taking you home.”

      He stood up, taking her with him, cradling her in his arms.

      He walked back to his horse and put her on the front, then climbed on behind her.

      “I’m not letting you out of my sight again,” he said. “Probably never.”
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      Allyson looked over Jared’s shoulder and saw Thomas walking out of the cabin next to Samantha. Hand in hand.

      She sighed and leaned her cheek against Jared’s strong chest.

      He smelled like leather and horses.

      She closed her eyes.

      Her arm stung a little, but mostly she was exhausted.

      Apparently, being shot took a lot out of a person.

      But Thomas was safe.

      She didn’t know what the men had done with Albert, but frankly she didn’t have a care.

      The steady clip clop of the horse and the strong hold of Jared’s arms around her lured her into a level of comfort and the tension began to ease out of her.

      The whole day had been most trying. And it had all started last night.

      What was supposed to have been a joyous occasional had turned into a nightmare.

      But all had ended well.

      And she was right back where she’d started.

      Even more so.

      She was in Jared’s arms.

      And that was far more than she had ever expected.

      Their arms were wrapped around each other and they were so close, she couldn’t tell if it was her heart racing or his.

      Maybe it was both. A synergistic effect.

      She dozed off and when she opened her eyes again, they had stopped in front of the saloon.

      Natalie must have been sitting on the porch waiting for them.

      Jared and Natalie were speaking in hushed tones. When Allyson opened her eyes, Jared helped her down from the horse.

      Natalie draped a warm shawl around Allyson and led her into the saloon.

      Someone was playing the piano, but the men were outside working and the women must be somewhere sleeping. Getting ready for a long night of conversing.

      “Let’s go in the hospital room for a little while,” she said. “So I can take a look at your bandage.”

      Allyson looked over her shoulder at Jared. He followed closely behind.

      Natalie helped Allyson sit on the bed and peeled off her cloak.

      She kept talking as she unwrapped the bandage that was now coagulated with blood.

      “Being the doctor’s wife comes with the job of wrapping more bandages than I ever thought possible.”

      Jared sat on the chair next to the bed. The same chair where Allyson had sat while he’d been convalescing.

      Natalie was a perfect doctor’s wife. Not only could she deftly change bandages, but she talked enough about nothing much at all to put a patient at ease. Her voice was calm and collected. Soothing even.

      Allyson could only aspire to be a lady of Natalie’s kind.

      She looked down at her arm, then locked her gaze on Jared’s. As long as he was here, she could tolerate whatever it took.

      “Don’t worry now,” Natalie said, gently removing the bandage from the wound dried with blood. “It looks much worse than it is.”

      Natalie wiped her hands on a cloth. “I’ll be right back,” she said. “I’m going to get a basin of warm water.”

      After Natalie closed the door behind her, Jared scooted over and sat on the bed next to her.

      He took both her hands in his.

      “Does it hurt much?” he asked, wiping a strand of hair from her eyes.

      “Not so much,” she said, purposely keeping her gaze from the wound.

      “Doc was right,” she said. “The fall was much worse than the shot.”

      “It never should have happened at all,” he said, scrubbing his chin. “I should have insisted that you stay here with Natalie.”

      “Insisted?” Allyson rolled her eyes. “Surely you jest.”

      Jared chuckled. “I could no more insist that the sun not rise.”

      “True,” she said. “Besides, you might remember that I’m the one who found that rattlesnake rattle.”

      Jared looked away. “Yeah,” he said. “I don’t understand what he sees in that thing.”

      “He’s a boy,” she said. “What do you think will happen to Albert?”

      “I think if he’s still alive, he’ll be run out of town.”

      Natalie opened the door. “I’m back,” she said, in a cheery voice.

      Jared went back to his chair. Allyson leaned back, but kept her gaze on him.

      He was her anchor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 58

          

        

      

    

    
      Jared sat in silence as Natalie cleaned Allyson’s wound and rewrapped it with a clean bandage.

      Though he knew he couldn’t have stopped her, he still blamed himself for letting her go to begin with. It was his fault she’d gotten shot. His fault she’d fallen from the horse.

      When he thought about what could have happened to her, he could barely catch his breath.

      It was too much. Too much.

      He would have like to have been more like Natalie and Doc. Things happen. We’ll just patch you up and you’ll be like new. Nothing to worry about.

      But it was something to worry about.

      He needed to go see if Brantley and Doc had gotten back with Thomas. To make sure Thomas was ok. But he didn’t want to leave Allyson’s side.

      There was no way he could leave her when she was looking at him like she would be lost without him.

      When Natalie left the second time, Jared went back to sit next to her.

      He gathered her into his arms and held her tight.

      “I’m so sorry,” he whispered against her cheek.

      “Sorry for what?” she asked.

      “I should have protected you.”

      “You did,” she said.

      “No,” he said, with a groan. “It was me he was aiming for. I’m the one who should have been shot.”

      She leaned back and looked at him, her brow furrowed. “Neither one of us should have been shot.”

      “I’m just thankful we found Thomas,” she said.

      She closed her eyes. “Would you do me a favor?” she asked.

      “Anything.”

      “When Thomas gets here, would you ask him to come see me?” she asked. “I’m just gonna take a little nap.”

      He tucked her in and sat with her until she fell asleep.

      She looked like an angel.

      So peaceful.

      If somehow Albert had come out of this thing alive, there was going to be hell for him to pay.

      The man had not only kidnapped Allyson and Samantha’s brother, he’d nearly killed Allyson.

      The woman he loved.

      This was the west.

      And in the west, when someone hurt the person a man loved, that man had to pay.

      Listening to her steady breathing, he slipped out of the room.

      There was something he had to do.
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      When Allyson woke, it was dark.

      It was dark, but she was safe.

      Jared’s arms were wrapped around her.

      She recognized him by the way he smelled. He smelled like horses and cigars.

      And there was another scent she couldn’t quite identify.

      And maybe a hint of whiskey.

      She smiled and snuggled closer to him.

      While she was sleeping, he must have gone into the saloon for drink.

      She didn’t blame him.

      She would have gone for a drink if she could have.

      As she lay there, it occurred to her that Jared had taken quite a risk climbing into the bed with her.

      Why, if they were back home, he’d be forced to marry her.

      A shotgun wedding, they’d called it.

      It wouldn’t even matter that they were lying here perfectly innocent.

      Feeling safe, she started to drift back to sleep.

      Being married to Jared would be absolutely wonderful.

      Any woman’s dream.

      He was most handsome. And kind.

      And most of all, it was obvious that he cared for her.

      He’d gotten her from somewhere in the back country of the mountains to the safety of Whiskey Springs in no time at all.

      And he’d stayed with her.

      So many men would have just dropped her off and gone about his business.

      But Jared stayed right there with her. The whole time.

      The light piano music drifted from the saloon outside the door.

      The men had come inside and she could hear their good-natured conversations with the saloon girls.

      She hoped they never left.

      The saloon girls brought life to the little town.

      And with them here, more people would come. And pretty soon, it would no longer be a beautiful, but desolate little community.

      It would thrive, as it was meant to.

      A place this beautiful had to have civilization.

      It didn’t need to be wasted. It needed people who appreciated it.

      It was a hard country, but fair.

      Jared shifted.

      She’d never seen him smoke a cigar before.

      She tried to imagine it as she drifted back to sleep.

      But her mind couldn’t put him with a cigar.

      He’d never smelled like cigar smoke before.

      She took his hand in hers.

      And even in the darkness, she realized her mistake.

      Jared didn’t smoke cigars.

      And Jared would not have been so bold as to climb into the bed with her.

      She stiffened and thought her heart might be going to explode.

      This wasn’t Jared.
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      As Jared walked past the bar, Toby called out to him.

      “Hey man,” Toby said. “You look like you could use a whiskey.”

      Jared ran a hand through his hair. He didn’t really have time for a drink right now, but Toby filled a glass and slid it across the bar.

      Jared blew out a breath and dropped down on the nearest empty barstool.

      He wrapped his hands around the glass and blew out a breath.

      Maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea to take a minute to just stop.

      To just stop and think for a minute.

      “Bad day?” Savannah, not from Savannah asked.

      Jared glanced at her with a head shake. “You could say that.”

      “I heard that your girl took a gunshot.”

      Jared picked up the glass and sipped. “You heard right.”

      “Any idea what it was about?” she asked.

      “Some.” Jared kept his gaze on the mirror behind the bar. The girls, wearing their ruffled, fluffy dresses were gathered around the construction workers.

      The men of Whiskey Springs didn’t know what hit them.

      Jared shook off his pessimistic thoughts.

      The men weren’t as innocent as they seemed. And if they wanted to spend all their hard-earned money buying tea for fluffy girls, then who was he to question it.

      Brantley certainly wasn’t complaining. The little saloon was booming.

      Brantley had it all going for him. His saloon was doing well and he’d married the girl of his dreams.

      Jared certainly didn’t fault him for it.

      Jared had been thinking about moving on. Finding his own success somewhere else.

      But, of course, Allyson changed all of that.

      She changed everything.

      Now he had to figure out what he wanted to do with himself.

      Ignoring Savannah, he chugged back the whiskey and replayed his choices.

      He had some money. He could do whatever he wanted.

      The problem was the war.

      It always came back to the war.

      The war had hit just as he was coming out of the academy.

      So he’d chosen his homeland and fought for the south.

      Just like Robert E. Lee and Stonewall Jackson.

      Robert E. Lee had made it out all right. Returned to Virginia and took a position as president of Washington College in Lexington.

      The men admired Lee for putting the strife of the war behind him and moving forward.

      Jared admired him.

      Then there was Stonewall Jackson. He hadn’t made it out alive.

      Jared couldn’t help but wonder just how many men secretly wished they’d gone the way of Stonewall Jackson. So much easier to do than what Robert E. Lee had done.

      Most men didn’t have enough left in them after the war ended to do much else with their lives.

      So many had just disappeared.

      Like Jared had.

      Jared had just disappeared.

      But it didn’t matter because his family was all gone. Dead and buried.

      Either way, he’d put that part of his life behind him.

      Now it was time to start the next phase of his life.

      Tomorrow he would ride into Denver.

      See if he could buy some horses.

      It was time to start his ranch.

      He’d call it Whiskey River.

      He’d put in for some land.

      Invest the money he’d been saving.

      Then he and Allyson could be married and start their lives together as ranchers.

      He wondered what she thought about being a rancher’s wife.

      Hell, he wondered what she thought about being a wife at all.

      Smiling to himself, he left the saloon and went to the stables.

      He’d leave in the morning.

      The sooner he got things moving, the sooner they could get started on their life together.

      He’d waited long enough.
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      Allyson lay very still, not moving a single muscle.

      She must have lain there in that bed for hours as the morning light of dawn began to tint the room with a hint of daybreak.

      She took shallow breaths, breathing through the blanket, trying to diffuse the scent of the cigar smoke.

      It was Albert.

      She had no doubt about that.

      The ruby ring on his hand glinted in the predawn light.

      His hand over her arm left her feeling nauseated.

      She wanted nothing to do with this man.

      Yet here he was. Ensconced around her.

      Not in a loving way, but in a possessive way.

      He was asleep. She was certain of that, too.

      His breath was steady, his snoring rhythmic next to her ears.

      She waited for someone to come to her.

      Jared.

      Thomas.

      Samantha.

      Doc.

      Surely they were back by now.

      She’d asked Jared to send Thomas in after they got back.

      She thought at the very least that Jared would have come back to sit with her.

      She’d sat with him, after all.

      But as she lay there, afraid to move. Afraid to even breath.

      She realized that no one was coming for her.

      She was left alone in here — in this bed — with Albert.

      Her gaze locked on that ruby ring on one of his tanned fingers and she accepted the fact that she was going to have to do something herself.

      Waiting wasn’t going to get her anywhere.

      Waiting certainly wasn’t going to get her out of this predicament.

      She slid her arm ever so slightly away from beneath him.

      Albert stirred in his sleep, his snoring briefly interrupted.

      She froze.

      He tightened his hold on her and resumed his steady snoring.

      She spent the next few minutes ever so slowly inching her legs toward the edge of the bed.

      Maybe if she could get in position, she could drop her feet onto the floor and pull loose from him all in one fell swoop.

      Though the movements were minute, they exhausted her to the point that she broke out into a cold sweat.

      She wouldn’t, however, give up. Couldn’t.

      She had seen Albert at the cabin. She’d seen him go down.

      How could he have possibly ended up here, in her bed?

      And why?

      Why was he here?

      Why had he kidnapped her brother only to come here and hide out with her.

      Was that what he was doing?

      Was he hiding out?

      Perhaps he was injured.

      It was only then that she realized what the other scent mixed with cigar smoke was.

      It was the metallic scent of blood.

      She’d thought it was her own blood, but her wounds had been cleaned.

      That could only mean one thing.

      Albert was injured.

      If he was injured, that could only make her escape that much easier.

      In theory.

      There was still the problem of his arms surrounding her in a vise grip.
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      By the time Jared walked across the street to the barn, it was nearly dark.

      He needed to prepare for his trip to Denver in the morning.

      Yawning, he heard Brantley and Samantha putting away their horses.

      Thomas took off across the street toward the saloon. He looked no worse for the wear.

      One less thing for Jared to worry about.

      Brantley, Samantha, and Thomas were home, albeit a good deal later than he had expected, but home safe nonetheless.

      He’d head over to the saloon in a few minutes and find out what had happened to Albert.

      He went into the stable with his favorite dapple-gray and brushed her down. He hummed to himself.

      Things were finally going his way.

      He’d put the war behind him and found his place here.

      In Whiskey Springs.

      All he had to do was to meet with his attorney in Denver to set everything in motion.

      Some of the boys came in for the night and settled onto their cots.

      It reminded Jared of his years in the army except that they rarely had any shelter as nice as this barn.

      As he brushed the horse, he couldn’t help hearing parts of their conversation.

      “It’s a full moon.”

      “Enjoy it while you can,” the older man Elway said. “The snow’s gonna be here in the next couple of days.”

      “So soon?”

      “Yep,” Elway said, sagely. “If you’ve got anything you need to do, you need to go ahead and get it done. There won’t be much going out ‘til the spring thaw.”

      Jared smiled to himself.

      It was rarely as bad as the old-timers tended to make it out to be. But then there were always those years that it really was bad and added fuel to the fire.

      It was possible that this could be one of those years.

      Still, something about Elway’s words stayed with him.

      He had a long ride down to Denver. Getting stuck there for a week, much less all winter, was not what Jared had in mind.

      He wanted to get there and get back.

      The boys said there was a full moon out tonight. There was really no need for him to wait until morning to get started. If he left now, he could get there, do his business first thing in the morning, and be back tomorrow night.

      He took some tack from a hook on the wall and ran his fingers over it. He still had his gun with him, so he had everything he needed.

      Doc was back, so between him and Samantha, Allyson would be well taken care of.

      The sooner he left, the sooner he could get back.

      With a sigh of determination, he saddled his horse, and led him outside.

      The moon was bright and the weather cold.

      Yep. He’d rather stay here, but if he didn’t go now, things would only get worse.

      He put a foot in the stirrup and swung up onto the horse’s back.

      Biscuit, Doc Alexander’s dog, came up alongside the horse. Biscuit was a big gangly black dog that brought a smile.

      He tipped his hat at a couple of the boys heading across the street.

      Then he nudged the horse toward the trail that led down the mountain to the valley.

      The mournful howl of a wolf followed him down the trail.

      He had his gun.

      He was ready.
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      Allyson lay in the bed, her blood running cold.

      The candle had sputtered out long ago and she was in total darkness now.

      She thought she heard Thomas come to the door. The door rattled, but he didn’t open the door.

      Then he said something and walked away.

      After that it was quiet, except for the piano music and the occasional laughter of patrons.

      Why didn’t someone come and check on her?

      To at least see if she still lived?

      And through it all, Albert snored softly, his breath much too close to her cheek.

      She swallowed, tamping down the sick feeling in the pit of her stomach.

      Even though neither Thomas nor Samantha came into her room, she understood. It was late and they were no doubt exhausted.

      But she thought Jared would have come back to sit with her.

      Had he simply gone to bed?

      Then a sliver of fear ran up her spine.

      Albert was supposed to have been dead or captured.

      If Albert was here, did that mean that he’d done something to harm Jared?

      It was the only explanation she could think of.

      Somehow Albert had unknowingly slipped past the men and had come into her room.

      The only way Jared would let this happen was if he was unable to do anything about it.

      It was possible that Albert had left him somewhere. If she could get away, she could not only save herself, but she could alert others to help her look for Jared.

      Albert had a vise grip around her.

      She shifted just enough to test out the strength of his arms around her.

      He only held her closer.

      She felt a tingle of desperation now.

      Ok, more than a tingle.

      Taking a deep breath, she tugged free and fell off the bed. The candle had gone out long ago and she was in total darkness.

      The pain that shot through her wounded arm brought her to her knees.

      She bit her lip to keep from screaming out.

      Albert snorted and rolled away.

      Allyson got to her knees and inched away from the bed.

      She needed to get away from this man.

      This dangerous, unhinged man.

      Who thought he could just come into her room, and not just her room, but the saloon’s hospital room, and keep her captive. Just like he’d done to her little brother.

      She made it through the darkness to the door.

      She stretched up and turned at the knob. It didn’t turn.

      She stood up and used both hands to turn it.

      It didn’t move. Not even a little.

      The door was locked.

      Before she could figure out what to do to get out of this situation, Albert grabbed her by the hair and tugged her back.

      Allyson screamed.

      But he put a hand over her mouth, blocking all but what came out as a sputter.

      Allyson’s blood pounded so hard throughout her whole body, she thought her heart might explode.
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      Jared rode along the river as he headed down the hill toward the valley.

      He took his time, letting the horse pick his way in the moonlight.

      Biscuit traveled along beside them, looking happy to be there.

      Jared stopped to let the horse rest a moment and take a drink of water before they veered away from the river.

      Biscuit sat on his haunches and waited.

      Then the dog laid his ears backwards on his head and looked over his shoulder. Back toward Whiskey Springs.

      “What’s wrong, Boy?” Jared asked.

      Jared nudged the horse along to continue down the trail, but Biscuit didn’t follow.

      He picked up one foot, then the other, and whined.

      A shiver ran along Jared’s spine.

      The dog took a step back the way they’d come, then stopped and looked back at him again.

      Jared turned his horse around and stood there looking at Biscuit. The moonlight reflected off the dog’s eyes.

      “I don’t know what you’re trying to tell me,” Jared said.

      The dog whined again.

      Jared pressed his fingertips against the bridge of his nose and gazed up at the full moon.

      It was quiet here. Peaceful.

      Too peaceful.

      He was near that same curve in the trail where he’d been shot.

      The metallic taste came back in his mouth.

      That was all it took.

      He nudged the horse forward.

      Biscuit trotted off ahead, happily leading the way home.

      It was just his imagination.

      Of course the dog didn’t want to go any further. He was Declan’s dog.

      Jared didn’t understand why the dog had come with him in the first place, but he hadn’t complained. He enjoyed the company.

      And truth be known, he hadn’t wanted to keep going down the trail by himself.

      The last time he’d done that, he’d been shot out of his saddle.

      Besides, he didn’t have to go to Denver immediately.

      Maybe he could find a way to talk Allyson into going along with him.

      Feeling better already, he followed Biscuit back up the trail.

      Relieved to be going home.

      Relieved with an undercurrent of foreboding that something was wrong.
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      By the time Jared got back to Whiskey Springs, it was dark.

      Clouds had drifted over the moon and he relied mostly upon the horse to find their way back to the barn.

      It was late, but music still drifted from the saloon. Most all of the saloon girls played the piano. Jared was sure that some played better than others, but he couldn’t tell the difference. The music all sounded about the same to him.

      Biscuit ran into the barn in front of him and bedded down on his favorite straw pallet. Jared just shook his head. Maybe the dog just wanted company traveling back to Whisky Springs.

      He unsaddled the horse and brushed him down. Some of the boys were trying to see who could outsnore the others.

      Jared was thankful he had a room in the saloon. Made for much more peaceful sleeping.

      After he finished up with his horse, he walked across the street and went into the saloon.

      There were only a handful of people still there.

      Jared went straight to the hospital room and turned the knob.

      The door was locked.

      He turned and ran a hand through his hair.

      He didn’t know the door even had a lock on it.

      He started to head upstairs to his room, but decided instead to stop over to talk with Toby.

      Toby stood behind the bar looking quite weary.

      “Toby,” Jared said. “You look like you could use some sleep.”

      Toby leaned against the bar, rubbing a cloth over the smooth wood of the counter top.

      “As soon as Brantley comes out of his honeymoon haze,” Toby said. “I’ll take a few hours off.”

      Jared chuckled. “A few hours.” Then he sobered and glanced over his shoulder. “Do you happen to know why that door’s locked?”

      “Haven’t seen Allyson since you brought her in,” Toby said.

      “That long?” Jared asked. He tapped the counter. “Is Samantha in there with her? Or Thomas?”

      Toby considered for a moment. Seemed to be trying to remember. “I believe they went on up to bed.”

      “Well, who’s in there with her then?” Jared asked, feeling that same foreboding feeling he’d felt out on the trail.

      “I don’t reckon there’s anybody in there with her.”

      “I guess she’s sleeping then,” Jared said.

      Toby set the cloth down and leaned against the bar, studying the closed door. “I suppose she must be.” But despite his light tone, his brow was furrowed and he didn’t seem to believe his own words.

      “I guess I’ll go on up to bed now,” Jared said.

      “Want a whiskey for sleep,” Toby asked.

      “Nah,” Jared said, “I don’t think so.”

      Jared turned and walked toward the stairs. He put one foot on the first step, then stopped.

      Something didn’t sit right.

      He thought about Biscuit sitting in the middle of the trail, looking over his shoulder and whining until Jared turned around and followed him back to Whiskey Springs.

      Jared stepped back down and looked over at Toby on more time.

      “You haven’t seen anyone go in?” he asked.

      “I think the door’s locked,” Toby said.

      That was the same conclusion Jared had reached.

      But what was the purpose of being in a hospital room if the hospital room was locked?

      It made absolutely no sense whatsoever.

      The patient, whoever they were, could need some assistance. And it would be hard to give it to them if the door was locked.

      He had a hard time imagining Allyson getting up and locking the door.

      He went to the hospital room door. Turned the lock with all his strength.

      It didn’t open, of course.
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      Would the incessant piano music never stop?

      Whoever was taking their turn at the piano was giving Allyson a pounding headache.

      She lay in the bed, beneath the stale woolen blankets that smelled like they could use a good airing out.

      But the scent of the stale blankets was overshadowed by the smell of ether.

      As she pried her eyes open, she first thought the sweet ether scent had something to do with her gunshot wound.

      But then she saw a white cloth lying next to her cheek. It was damp with the scent of ether.

      She turned away.

      The single candle next to the bed barely sputtered out enough light to cast a shallow glow.

      But she saw him.

      Albert sat in the chair next to the bed.

      He watched her, his eyes hooded.

      He leaned back in the chair, his hands clasped together, his feet stretched out.

      Like he had nowhere else to be.

      Like a lion stalking its prey.

      Cold fear ran through her veins.

      He ran a hand over his chin, his red ruby ring glinting in the meager light.

      She closed her eyes.

      This was far far worse than being shot in the arm and falling from the horse.

      It took everything she had not to duck her head beneath the blanket. To recoil.

      But her gut sense was that recoiling from Albert was the worst thing she could do.

      “I wasn’t trying to shoot you,” he said.

      “Who were you trying to shoot then?” she asked.

      Albert bristled. Just a little. But she saw it.

      She’d offended him.

      Insulted his ability to shoot.

      He spat on the floor. “Wasn’t trying to shoot anybody,” he said. “Just trying to stop that other fellow.”

      He was lying. He’d been aiming at Jared. But she let it go.

      “You took Thomas,” she said, clenching her fists into the sheets.

      “We were just talking,” he said.

      “Talking?” Allyson tried to sit up, but she was too weak.

      It was the ether.

      “That’s right,” he said, in that patient, creepy way.

      “You could have talked to him here,” she said.

      He spat again. “Too much noise here,” he said. “We needed to talk man to man.”

      “Thomas is a boy,” she said.

      Albert picked up a cigar from the nightstand and ran it beneath his nose.

      He acted like he was lounging on the veranda at a barbeque.

      Like they were having a pleasant conversation.

      Not like he was staring her down like prey. Not like she was laid up in the bed. After he drugged her.

      Only because he’d drugged her.

      Then she remembered how he’d pulled her away from the door by her hair.

      “Why are you here?” she asked.

      “To take care of you,” he said.

      She glared at him, but decided not to answer.

      “We’re meant to be together,” he said.

      Meant to be…

      Allyson bristled. Did Albert seriously entertain the notion that the two of them were meant for each other?

      Albert leaned forward.

      She gripped the sheets. If only she had the energy to move, she’d get up off this bed and leave him sitting here.

      “We will be together,” he said. “The preacher’s still here and he’s agreed to marry us in the morning.”

      “Agreed—” Allyson took all the energy she could gather and sat up.

      “That’s right,” he said. “Then we can live in the cabin.”

      Allyson was going to be sick. He was talking about the cabin up the mountainside. The one where he’d taken Thomas.

      “No,” she said, shaking her head.

      It didn’t matter how much he threatened her, she would never marry Albert.

      Never.

      But no one was coming.

      Even though she was in a room off the crowded, saloon, Allyson had never felt so alone in her life.
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      Jared tried the locked door one more time.

      Then he stepped back and rushing forward, kicked the door open.

      The lock broke easily. Much easier than he’d expected. But then he hadn’t busted through any locked doors before.

      He caught himself before he landed on the floor, coming up just short of the bed and quickly assessed the situation. The door slammed closed behind him.

      The room was in shadows, lit only by a meager candle. There was a sweet scent in the room. One that he couldn’t quite identify and didn’t take the time to sort out.

      Allyson sat huddled on the bed beneath the old wool blanket.

      Her eyes were wide.

      The man Jared recognized as Albert sat in the chair next to the bed.

      Albert slowly lifted a gun from his side and held it up, the silver barrel glinting in the candlelight.

      The gun pointed right at Jared.

      Jared stood perfectly still.

      He didn’t think Allyson had seen the gun yet.

      Here was the man who’d already shot Allyson while aiming at Jared. Albert was obviously a man who wasn’t afraid to pull the trigger.

      The man had some gall, Jared would give him that.

      He essentially had Allyson kidnapped right here in the saloon.

      Right beneath their noses.

      And no one even noticed.

      That Albert was a slick one.

      Jared needed to be wary.

      A snake like that couldn’t be trusted not to strike at any minute.

      “Are you all right?” Jared asked Allyson, while keeping his eyes on Albert.

      “I think so,” she said, her voice weak.

      “Did he hurt you?” Jared asked.

      The level of hurt that he was about to inflict on this man depended on her answer.

      “Not since he shot me,” she said, the corners of her lips tipping up in an effort at irony.

      Jared glanced at her. Spotted the damp cloth lying on the pillow next to her.

      Albert not only shot her, but obviously drugged her.

      “Nothing else?” he asked, his gaze focusing back on Albert.

      “No,” she said.

      “Alright,” Jared said, his words directed toward Albert. “You can still get out of this alive.”

      “You can’t stop me,” Albert said, in a calm voice, hiding behind the gun.

      Jared straightened and put a hand on his hip. He was still wearing his gun.

      Jared didn’t consider himself to be a quick draw.

      Not even a little.

      But he could take care of himself.

      Unfortunately, Albert had the advantage on him here.

      The man already had a gun pointed in his direction.

      And he was obviously staking his claim on Allyson.

      Without Jared, what would Allyson do?

      She could probably take care of herself, but this was a harsh land.

      A harsh land that was much more easily navigated with the protection of a man.

      Against men like Albert.

      “I thought I already killed you one time,” Albert said. “But you dragged yourself back here.”

      “I guess you’re not a very good shot, are you?” Jared said, unable to resist taunting the man.

      So now he knew who’d shot him off his horse.

      Jared had never suspected Albert.

      He’d actually thought that Albert had provided protection for Allyson and Thomas as they made their way to Whiskey Springs.

      Protection that had turned to possession.
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      Seeing Jared, brought some life back to Allyson.

      He was here. He’d come back for her.

      She’d never been so happy to see somebody. He was the most handsome man she’d ever seen.

      He looked rugged. Like he hadn’t shaved lately.

      Like maybe he’d been up for days and could knock the spit off someone at twenty paces.

      Her heart swelled.

      Even in the meager candlelight, she saw his fingers flex next to the holstered gun hanging from his belt.

      In the time she’d known him, Jared didn’t normally wear a gun.

      None of the men did unless they were out hunting.

      But he’d worn it when they were out looking for Thomas and she supposed he’d just kept it on for some reason.

      She didn’t know what to do.

      She was still too sluggish to do much more than just stay put.

      So that’s what she did. She stayed put and relied on Jared to get them out of this.

      The piano music stopped.

      She waited, listening for it to start back, but it didn’t. Instead, conversations drifted away as people headed to bed.

      Then just like that it was quiet.

      She could hear someone breathing and realized it was her.

      The two men were still staring at each other.

      She shifted her gaze enough that she could see Albert out of the corner of her eyes.

      She blinked and turned her head toward Albert.

      Her blood ran cold.

      Albert was holding a gun pointed straight toward Jared.

      Albert’s arm was steady. His expression impassive.

      She knew now from what he was saying that Albert had already shot at Jared twice.

      They said the third time was the charm.

      The candle sputtered and they were in darkness.
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      The next few minutes were a blur.

      Someone was over Allyson, shielding her, holding her down on the mattress.

      In the darkness, she couldn’t tell who it was.

      But she did know that whoever it was did not smell like cigars.

      “Allyson?” Jared whispered in her ear.

      “Yes,” she answered, a burst of relief shooting through her system, leaving her heart hammering dangerously in her chest.

      “Don’t move a muscle,” he said, his voice so low she almost thought she’d imagined it.

      She wanted to cover her head. But she didn’t dare move.

      She barely even breathed.

      She felt the soft stubble of his whiskers against her cheek. His breath grazed her skin, his lips, so close to hers, her nerves tingled.

      A gunshot lit the room for the briefest of seconds as the bullet slammed into the closed door where Jared had been standing seconds before.

      Perhaps the third time wasn’t the charm after all.

      That seemed to have been what Jared was waiting for.

      He shifted, stretched out his arm and fired.

      The bullet hit its mark with a thud followed by a crash as Albert fell out of his chair onto the floor.

      Jared put a hand over Allyson’s eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      She couldn’t see him.

      She could only feel him.

      His touch was light. Just as she had imagined.

      “Sorry for what?” she asked, closing her eyes beneath his touch.

      He was so close now.

      “Sorry for not doing this sooner,” he said, his lips against hers.

      Allyson didn’t know if he meant he was sorry for not killing Albert sooner or if he was sorry for not kissing her sooner.

      Maybe both.

      But it didn’t matter.

      Nothing mattered but the feel of his lips on hers and the gentle touch of his fingertips on her cheek. The fingers of his other hand tangling in her long hair.

      The moment seemed to last forever and only a second all at the same time.

      There was knocking at the door.

      “Allyson?” Toby asked. “Are you all right? Can I come in?”

      Jared was on his feet in one swift movement.

      “Yes,” Allyson said, certain he wouldn’t be able to hear her.

      But he must have because he opened the door, bringing in the light of the lantern in his hands.

      Toby looked from Allyson to Jared to Albert.

      Jared picked up a folded quilt from the foot of the bed and tossed it to Toby.

      Toby nodded and shook it open, letting it fall over Albert.

      Footsteps echoed down the stairs.

      “It’s probably best if you don’t stay here,” Toby said, with a nod to Allyson.

      “That’s not an issue,” Jared sat, bending down and picking her up, blanket and all. “We’ll be upstairs.”

      Allyson wrapped her arms around Jared’s shoulders and pressed her cheek against his chest.

      She didn’t care where he took her. She only knew two things.

      She wanted out of this room.

      And she wanted to be with Jared.
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      Allyson sat in front of the fireplace in the kitchen.

      Samantha and Thomas sat on either side of her.

      It was Allyson’s first evening up and out. After the incident with Albert, she’d fallen into a deep dreamless sleep for days.

      The first snowfall had finally come, and after a brief foray outside, Thomas had decided that staying inside wasn’t so bad after all.

      Thomas stood up and jerked a pretend gun from a pretend holster and fired a pretend bullet at Toby who worked quietly behind them at the stove.

      “If you keep shooting Toby,” Samantha said. “There won’t be any biscuits and ham for supper tonight.” She tied two threads together and trimmed the threads one by one with her teeth.

      Thomas whirled and pointed his pretend gun at Samantha.

      “Jared showed me how and told me I have to practice,” he said. “That’s how he got so fast.”

      “When did he do this?” Allyson asked with a furrowed brow. She held a warm mug of hot tea in both hands.

      “Yesterday,” Thomas said. “I heard tell that he’s gonna be sheriff.”

      Allyson and Samantha looked at each other.

      “Did you know about this?” Samantha asked.

      Allyson shook her head. “I haven’t seen him since…” She shuddered and looked back into the flames, letting her mind go blank.

      Samantha quickly changed the subject.

      “Can you believe the troupe left?” Samantha asked.

      “The troupe?” Allyson asked, pulling her attention back. “What do you mean?”

      “The saloon girls,” Samantha said, setting her sewing aside and picking up her warm mug.

      “I heard the piano,” Allyson said.

      Now that she thought about it, the saloon had been kinda empty, but she hadn’t really paid much attention as she’d come through about a half hour ago.

      “One or two of the girls decided to stay,” Samantha said.

      Allyson wondered who. Everyone she’d met from what Samantha was calling the troupe had been nice people. People she was looking forward to getting to know.

      But if there was one thing she’d learned over the past few days, it was that life could change in a heartbeat.

      She leaned back in the chair and closed her eyes. She’d find out who’d stayed later. Right now she was working on feeling settled again.

      But any semblance of feeling settled dissipated when Jared walked through the door.

      Her heart nearly burst at the sight of him.

      She’d replayed that kiss in her head about a hundred times.

      He spotted her and smiled.

      Her cheeks flushing, she smiled back.

      “Feeling better?” he asked.

      “Yes,” And suddenly she did.

      “Good,” he said. “Wanna take a walk?”

      She set down her mug.

      “It’s snowing outside,” Samantha said.

      Jared smiled at her. “Always a big sister.”

      He held out a hand to help Allyson up.

      “I’ll have her right back,” Jared said, wrapping his fingers with hers.

      Hand in hand, they went through the saloon and stepped outside.

      The shock of cold air on her face, blasted away the last of Allyson’s lethargy.

      He led her a couple of steps into the street.

      Allyson lifted her face to the soft fluffy snow.

      Her first snowfall.

      She smiled as snowflakes landed on her cheeks and eyelashes.

      “It’s beautiful,” she said.

      Jared grinned. “Won’t see this in New Orleans,” he said. “Or Natchez.”

      “Never.” Allyson twirled around and stopped right in front of him.

      “Do you think you could live here?” he asked, taking her hand. “Even with the dangers?”

      “The dangers don’t happen all the time,” she said. “But everyday I’ve been here, it’s been more and more beautiful.”

      “Feels like home, doesn’t it?”

      He pulled her against him as she nodded.

      “It’s magical.”
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      Jared stood in the snowfall and held Allyson against him.

      She was the most precious thing he’d ever encountered.

      It made his head spin to think how lucky he was that she chose to spend time in his company.

      He needed to get her back inside to the warmth, but he wanted to stand here for a just a moment. Ensconced in the magical world of first snow.

      It was so quiet.

      No hammering or sawing.

      No piano music.

      Just the fresh scent of snow mixed with the woodsy smell of smoke from the fireplace.

      It was too soon.

      But next spring was too long to wait.

      Take a chance of being too soon or go through the misery of waiting too long?

      The thought of waiting until spring was nearly unbearable.

      He’d do it, though, if that’s what she wanted.

      But he had to give her a choice.

      She shivered against him.

      And he’d already waited too long just to ask.

      “Let’s get you back inside,” he said, taking her hand and leading her back into the saloon.

      “I guess we won’t be going outside much for a while,” she said as they walked back toward the kitchen.

      He tugged at her hand.

      “Wait,” he said.

      She looked back, her cheeks flushed from the snow, a smile on her lips.

      “Aw, hell,” he muttered.

      Then dropped to his knees.

      “Allyson,” he said, taking both her hands.

      Her eyes widened.

      Jared took it as a good sign that there was actually no one in the saloon at this very moment.

      An unexpected, rare moment of privacy.

      Seize the moment.

      “Will you marry me?”

      She didn’t even hesitate. Not even a little bit.

      “Yes,” she said and dropped down into his arms.

      Jared held her close.

      Brantley and Doc Alexander swore that the Whiskey Springs saloon held an element of magic.

      And now he believed it, too.

      With Allyson in his arms, he held more good fortune than most men ever saw in a lifetime.

      A beautiful green-eyed southern belle from New Orleans.

      What were the odds?

      “I don’t have a ring to give you,” he said.

      “I don’t need anything,” she said.

      “But you do. You deserve something.”

      Jared ran a hand over his chin, searching for inspiration.

      “I have you,” she said.

      “I’ll figure something out,” he said.

      He pulled out his pocket watch to check the time.

      “Here,” he said, pressing the watch into her hand. “Keep this until I can get you a proper wedding band.”

      Time. The only thing that mattered.

      Except for love.
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      “Are you sure this is what you want to do?” Samantha asked.

      She had her hands in Allyson’s hair. A jumble of silk ribbons on the dresser next to them.

      Allyson wore one of Samantha’s dresses in a lovely maroon silk. Samantha had almost as many lovely dresses now as she had back home.

      “No,” Allyson said. “I think I should just wear my hair down. It’s not like it matters.”

      Samantha ran a brush through a strand of Allyson’s hair and twisted a ribbon through it.

      “Not your hair, Silly,” Samantha said. “Getting married.”

      Allyson ran the chain of the silver pocket watch through her fingers. There was nothing she wanted more.

      She told Samantha so.

      Samantha sat on the bed next to her. Her eyes were moist.

      “I’m so happy for you,” Samantha said. “And I’m so happy that we’re here. Together.”

      “Me too,” Allyson said. “Please don’t cry.”

      “I’m not crying,” Samantha said. “These are tears of joy.”

      Allyson sighed. “I wish Mama and Papa could be here.”

      Samantha ran a hand beneath her eyes. “Well,” she said. “We need to get you downstairs. The preacher needs to get out of here while he can.”

      Allyson rolled her eyes. That’s what she’d been saying.

      But she didn’t say it. She was too happy.

      Instead, she just followed her sister out the door and down the hallway.

      It took all she could do not to start skipping.

      Savannah was sitting at the piano, a big grin on her face. She had stayed behind when the troupe had left Whiskey Springs.

      When Savannah saw Allyson at the top of the stairs, she began playing the same music they’d played at Samantha’s wedding.

      Allyson quickly scanned the room until her gaze landed on Jared.

      He smiled at her and sent her heart racing.

      Thomas was standing next to him. The whereabouts of her brother was one less thing to worry about.

      A few minutes later, she stood next to Jared.

      He leaned over and whispered for her ears only. “I so do.”

      She smiled. “I do, too.”

      Reverend Reed cleared his throat.

      Everything blurred except for Jared.

      He was the only thing she could see as they promised to love, honor, and cherish each other.

      Then he swept her back, nearly off her feet and kissed her.

      His lips pressed against hers, sending shivers up and down her spine.

      He kissed her good and thoroughly.

      When they turned to face the guests, Allyson was a little wobbly at the knees.

      One of the men near the back whooped and then everyone was laughing.

      Toby announced that the bar was open. Free whiskey for all.

      Jared beamed with pride and kept a hand clasped tightly with hers as Samantha and Natalie rushed up to congratulate them.

      Jared kissed her on the cheek and kept her at his side.

      And just like that she was Mrs. Jared Montgomery.

      A brand new start in a brand new country.
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      It was only May, but already the snow was melting, leaving little splotches of dirty snow, mostly beneath the trees.

      They said it was going to be a hot summer.

      Allyson stood in the window of her bedroom over the saloon and squinted against the bright sunlight.

      What was now the bedroom she shared with Jared.

      She was well loved and Jared made sure she knew it every day. It was the little things. Lazy mornings reading dime novels together. Late evenings reading and talking. Breakfast in bed. Hot baths.

      The baths with lavender scented soap were the best. He’d trudge out through the snow, haul water from in the well, heat it up, and haul it upstairs. He did that every few days.

      It hadn’t taken long before Brantley started doing the same for Samantha. Then Doc for Natalie. But Jared had started the whole thing.

      She and Jared had spent the winter honeymooning. Nestled in the little saloon that had become home.

      But Jared was already clearing the land where he’d build their house.

      The blueprint of the little house was spread across the bed. She and Jared had been looking at it this morning.

      She lifted her arms high and stretched toward the ceiling.

      She lowered her arms, running her hands over her stomach, feeling just the tiniest hint of a bump.

      She and Samantha had gotten married just days apart and it looked like their babies would grow up together.

      Allyson couldn’t imagine a happier life for herself.

      And to think that she’d actually considered joining a troupe of saloon entertainers in order to find excitement.

      There was nothing more exciting than being than being a well-loved wife and expectant mother.

      She turned and smiled as Jared came into the room.

      He grabbed her in his arms and twirled her around, lifting her feet off the ground. She grabbed his shoulders and laughed.

      “Come downstairs,” he said. “I want to show you something.”

      “Can I at least get dressed?” she asked, running a hand along her nightgown.

      He looked down at her gown and bare feet.

      “Good idea,” he said, going to her trunk and digging.

      Allyson giggled. She loved it when Jared picked out her dresses.

      “Wear this one,” Jared said, pulling a blue silk dress from her trunk.

      Allyson slipped off her shawl. “Isn’t that one kind of fancy?”

      Jared had a funny expression on his face. “Maybe,” he said, “but there’s no reason why you shouldn’t wear it before you get too big.”

      “That’s what a girl always wants to hear,” she said, but allowed him to help her get into the blue silk dress.

      “Why are you in such a hurry?” she asked.

      “No hurry,” he said, tying the laces on her boots.

      She laughed. “Jared Montgomery. I know when something’s up with my husband.”

      He grinned and kissed her on the nose.

      “Let’s go,” he said.

      He led her out the door, down the hall, and down the stairs. She held up her skirts with her free hand.

      The saloon was empty. Now that people could get outside, they were doing just that. The saloon picked up in the evenings.

      He pulled her along with him to the kitchen.

      Just inside the door, he stopped.

      Everyone was sitting around the fireplace.

      Samantha and Brantley. Natalie and Doc. A couple of other people.

      Thomas sat on the hearth, his back to the fire. He was laughing like a loon.

      Allyson looked questioningly at Jared.

      He just grinned.

      She just shook her head, but walked toward the group.

      As she approached, everyone stopped talking and looked at her.

      She thought fleetingly, but belatedly, that she should have at least brushed her hair.

      She looked first at Samantha. Her sister was glowing. They’d both gotten through the months of morning sickness without being the worse for wear.

      Allyson followed Samantha’s gaze to the left.

      Her mind froze as she tried to make sense of what she was seeing.

      An elegant woman, a bit older, sat next to her sister. The woman wore a dark blue travel jacket over a matching skirt. Her hair was pulled atop her head and she wore a stylish blue cap.

      Allyson blinked.

      Mother.

      She glanced to the man sitting beside the woman.

      Father.

      Her breath caught in her throat.

      “Mama?” she said.

      The woman smiled and held out her arms.

      Allyson fisted up her skirts and dashed to her parents.

      She put her arms around both of them and didn’t even try to stop the tears that flowed freely down her cheeks.

      “How are you here?” she asked, leaning back to look at them.

      “We made it to Denver last fall,” Papa said. “But the snow hit before we could get up here.”

      “But how did you find us?” Allyson wiped the tears from her cheeks.

      Mama shared a look with Samantha and put a hand over hers.

      “It was a stroke of good fortune,” Mama said.

      Jared came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her. He put his chin on the top of her head.

      A stroke of good fortune.

      The whole Beauchamp family reunited.

      Right here in Whiskey Springs.

      Where the only thing that mattered was love.
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