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Favor is deceitful, and beauty is vain; but a woman that feareth the Lord, she shall be praised.


—Proverbs 31:30

















Chapter 1



Hope County, Oregon—1883


“Miss Emma,” the young man said, his voice a mixture of excited anticipation and nervous tremor. “I believe this one’s mine.”


Emma Crowell smiled, thrilled by the respectful, gentlemanly approach. “Mr. Walters, I believe?”


Pleasure tinted her new dance partner’s youthful face. “That’s me, miss. Shall we?”


She stood and slipped her own dance card into the hidden pocket at the seam of her exquisite rose silk Worth ball gown, trimmed in luscious cream Alençon lace. She then placed her hand on his to let him lead her to the center of the ballroom in Aunt Sophia and Uncle Justus’s large and lovely Denver home. A moment later, the sweet, rich notes of “Over the Waves,” her favorite waltz, swirled around the room.


Emma smiled, caught in the elegance of the moment; the sparkle of the crystal chandeliers overhead; the romantic music; the happy murmur of conversation and muffled laughs; the clearly smitten gentleman in whose arms she flew across the highly polished floor. Every so often, the scent of the fragrant red roses, lush in the tall, urn-shaped vases, wafted past her nose. The rustle of silks, taffetas, and velvets kept pace with the rhythm of the soaring music.


A bubble of pure happiness rippled up inside her and spilled out in a joy-filled giggle. She was having such a very splendid time during her visit to her favorite relatives. What more could a girl want? Lovely gowns—three trunks full of them, already sent home to Portland ahead of her—a doting Papa, loving aunt and uncle, invitations to party after party after party in colorful Denver, topped off by a brigade of charming gentlemen, all of whom seemed to have decided her every whim was their greatest desire. She hadn’t done anything to bring them to that decision, and at times the excess of it all did embarrass her, but she wouldn’t be honest if she didn’t admit she enjoyed their compliments, company, and attentions.


True, it meant the other young ladies she’d met seemed to have no use for her, just as they did wherever she went. That did bother her to a greater degree than she wanted to acknowledge. Her brows drew inward, but she immediately forced her face into a cheery smile. The thought of a wrinkly forehead was enough to make her straighten her spine and remember Mama’s repeated admonition.


“Unless she wants to end up looking old and dreary before her time,” she often said, “a lady will always wear her most pleasant expression. And you, my Emma, are a lovely little lady.”


The memory of her late mother made her falter in her dance steps. Although Mama had died eight years ago, Emma still missed her every single, solitary day. Just as she knew Papa’s heart still bore the large hole Cassandra Crowell’s passing had left behind.


“Oh, dear!” Mr. Walters cried, slowing a tad. “Are you unwell, Miss Emma? I didn’t step on your foot, now, did I?”


“Pshaw!” She gave her dance partner her most radiant smile as he again swung them into a wide turn. “I’m fine. Just a tiny stutter of the feet. But I do adore the waltz, this one in particular. Let’s do enjoy it!”


A pair of hours later, Emma’s exhilaration had wilted into exhaustion. She’d danced the whole night away with a steady stream of gentlemen, and, as usual, Joshua Hamilton had penciled on her dance card two dances for himself. During an intermission, he’d led her out to the broad veranda for a breath of fresh if still chilly air—spring had taken its sweet time arriving, and nights in the Rockies still turned nippy.


While they strolled across the width of the veranda, he’d pressed her for a response to his recent marriage proposal in the nicest of ways. Papa had made no secret he viewed Joshua as a splendid specimen for his only daughter’s husband, but Emma wasn’t certain she was ready to settle down to the life of a proper businessman’s wife. At least, not yet.


Now, she stood at the foot of the grand staircase, every so often waving her fan, more as a means to keep her hands busy than for any real need of a breeze, and bade her aunt and uncle’s many guests farewell.


“Do come calling when you’re in town again,” Mrs. Macomb told Emma, a stiff, Rockies-chilly smile on her thin lips. At her side, her oldest daughter, Althea, shot daggers of envy Emma’s way. It was said Althea had set her cap for Mr. Walters, who by now had made no secret his interest lay in Emma.


Emma wrinkled her nose. The Macomb home was one she’d avoid like the ague.


“You’re too kind,” she murmured. “We shall see what engagements Aunt Sophia schedules for me next time I return to Denver.”


Aunt Sophia gave her a reproving look. She knew only too well how her niece felt about the Macomb women. They’d made it abundantly clear they blamed Emma for Mr. Walters’s disaffection, and Emma often bristled while in their company.


“Behave!” her aunt said under her breath.


Emma beamed a beatific smile. After all, she was leaving the next afternoon. “I was only minding my manners.”


Papa narrowed his gaze. “I should certainly hope so, Emma. Although… I would say we must have a brief chat in the morning—you, Uncle Justus, Aunt Sophia, and I—before you depart on your trip back to Portland. My only regret is that I won’t be going with you. Are you sure you’ll be—”


“Oh, Papa! Of course, I’m sure I’ll be fine. I can ride in a carriage just as well as the next lady.” How could he question her like this? “I’m not a child anymore, you understand. I’m all of nineteen now, and I most certainly can take care of myself. Besides, you’re sending me with Reverend and Mrs. Strong. What could possibly go amiss when I have such… well, upright escorts?”


Uncle Justus laid a plump hand on Papa’s arm. “Ed Schwartz, the carriage driver Reverend Strong has hired, is a decent man. He’s also quite accomplished with a sidearm, and won’t hesitate to use it any time he feels the need to protect his passengers. Our Emma will be safe with them.”


Her father’s face turned a touch pale at the mention of a weapon. “I sincerely pray you are right, Justus. She’s all I have left of my darling Cassandra…”


A knot formed in Emma’s throat. Papa’s love for her mother was never far from his thoughts, and the loss filled his voice with sadness every time he spoke of her. She knew he saw her as an extension of his departed wife, and he’d always lavished his love on Emma. She rushed to his side and threw her arms around his neck.


“Hush, now, Papa!” She kissed his cheek and laid her head on his shoulder. “I’m fine—I will be fine. You’ll see. I’ll be home with Ophelia and Jedediah in no time. They’ll take care of me as they always have.”


The middle-aged couple had treated her as their child since the day she was born, and she loved them dearly, even if they didn’t let her get away with anything. She could tease Papa into letting her have her way more often than not. Not so with the Millers.


She yawned. “Oh, goodness! I’ll ask you to excuse me now, though. I’m dreadfully tired, and I’ll still have a few things to see to in the morning.”


“Don’t forget, my dear,” Papa added. “We will have that chat before the Strongs arrive.”


She sighed. “Yes, Papa. We will. In the morning.”


Hugs were shared all around, and, irksome discussion to come forgotten, Emma floated up the stairs. A delicious sense of… oh, adventure, perhaps danger, filled her every time she thought of her trip home alone. This would be the first time she went anywhere without Papa at her side. True, she’d be accompanied by the somewhat dour man of the cloth and his equally serious lady wife, but it still meant she’d have a certain sense of freedom. She couldn’t wait.


A shiver of anticipation fluttered through her and she hurried to her room. The lovely feather bed, piled high with eyelet-trimmed green silk-covered pillows and cozy blankets, beckoned. Emma yawned again.


Sweet dreams surely awaited her.


Papa had meant what he’d said. Emma had scarcely sat at the breakfast table and sliced off the top of her perfectly and delicately poached egg before her father launched into his discussion.


“Have you given further thought to Joshua’s offer of marriage?”


Emma’s cheeks scorched and the tip of her nose itched. She hated blushing, but her fair red-head’s complexion betrayed her only too often. “What is there to think about, Papa? He wants to marry me. You want me to marry him. I’m… well, I’m not sure I want to marry him. Rather, I’m not sure I want to marry him quite yet. I’m not ready to stop having such a—well, um…”


Aunt Sophia rushed her napkin to her lips, and Emma knew her mother’s younger sister had only done so to disguise a laugh. Her mortification only heightened. She pursed her lips, buttered her toast, salted and peppered her delectable egg, and refused to meet anyone’s gaze.


Papa cleared his throat. “Emma—”


“Allow me, Hugh,” Aunt Sophia said.


An angel’s flight would have roared out in the ensuing silence. Finally, Papa sighed. “Go ahead, then, Sophia. You are a woman, after all.”


“Thank you.” Emma’s aunt turned her way. “Now, dear child. You do know Joshua is hardly the only young man who’s offered for your hand in marriage. In fact, I do believe he’s the… what? Is he the seventh? Eighth?”


“Ninth,” Emma answered, her voice uncharacteristically tiny. “But why count? I’ve—”


“Why count?” Papa roared.


“Emma!” Uncle Justus cried.


“Why… well! I do declare…” her aunt sputtered. “That, dear child, was not the response I had hoped for.”


Papa harrumphed. “I should say not.”


“Indeed,” added Uncle Justus, who generally agreed with his sassy, southern wife.


“A young lady,” Aunt Sophia went on, twin faint lines over the bridge of her straight nose, “does not lead a gentleman on, Emma. Why… it’s dreadfully cruel, you understand, dangling them along like that. Don’t forget, dear child, their hearts are involved when they care for you, and it’s not kind to play with their emotions. Especially when you deal with an exemplary young gentleman like Joshua. He’s serious, well-educated, quite successful in business, as you should know, since he does a great deal with your father in that regard, and he does care deeply for you. He will always honor you, treat you gently—”


“Like royalty, I suspect,” Uncle Justus murmured from his end of the table.


Aunt Sophia beamed at her spouse, her strawberry blond curls bobbing in a pretty fashion as she agreed with his assessment. “A young lady—you—could do much, much worse. The best marriages happen between those who have a great deal in common, and the two of you surely do.”


Papa rose from his chair across from Emma, rounded the large, breakfast-laden mahogany table, and came to take the chair at his daughter’s side. He placed a loving hand on hers.


“Do tell me,” he said, his voice concerned. “Is there anything about the young man that makes you uneasy? Does he—” Papa’s cheeks ruddied. “Does he frighten you? As a man, I mean.”


“Papa!” Emma bolted upright. “That’s—why… oh, dear! What a dreadful question. No, of course Mr. Hamilton does not”—she blinked furiously—“frighten me. He’s completely proper and respectful. I just… well, like I said, I’m not sure of… well, of anything. We have only recently returned from London, as you well know. I haven’t been back to Portland in such a long while. I don’t know who’s still there, what life will be like once we get there again. Oh, I don’t know quite what I’m saying. Such a serious thing as marriage leaves me unsettled.”


“Well, then.” Papa’s voice rang with a sense of finality. “Might I suggest you resolve that unsettled sensation by making up your mind about Joshua? It would, Emma, be most beneficial for me, and for Joshua, you understand, if the two of you should wed. I’ve gotten to know him well and he’s a fine man who cares a great deal for you. I must admit, I would rest at ease knowing you’d settled down to life with a suitable and respectable husband. Please do let this exemplary young man know your decision as soon as you possibly can. I shall not pressure you any further than this.”


Emma drew in a deep breath. True, Joshua Hamilton was everything a young woman could ever hope for. His gleaming dark hair was always neatly parted and perfectly in place, his brown eyes twinkled with his gentle good humor, and his smile, beneath a full, stylish mustache, was broad, frequent, and pleasant. He stood tall and straight, and she could always count on him to have interesting things to talk about. It did give her a private thrill to stroll out onto the dance floor on his arm. All the other girls envied her his attention.


She didn’t know of another man with whom she could even imagine sharing the rest of her life. That must mean the foundation for a deep fondness between her and Joshua was as it should be. Yes, he was a nice man. A kind man. They’d likely have a splendid time as man and wife.


Just like that, she made up her mind.


“I’ll do it,” she said. “I’ll marry Mr. Hamilton. Yes, yes. He’s a nice, kind man.”


The three adults at the table let out surprised sounds. Papa drew his brows together. Aunt Sophia’s shot up to her hairline. Uncle Justus looked puzzled.


“Emma?” her aunt said. “Just a moment ago you said you weren’t ready. Now, you turn and say the contrary. Shouldn’t you wait until after you’ve reached Portland, take the time in the carriage to think the matter through?”


Emma shrugged. “I’m sure. There’s really not a whole lot to think through. I do believe Mr. Hamilton and I will suit each other quite well.”


“I’m glad you feel that way,” her aunt said, a hint of skepticism still on her face. “If for no other reason than that there was quite a bit of talk. Just make sure before you pledge yourself to him before the Lord.”


“Talk?” Emma felt the blood drain from her face. “About me? What could I have done to make folks talk?”


Aunt Sophia, her complexion as fair as Emma’s, turned rose-pink. “It was the flitting around from man to man at every event, dear child, how you kept them at your beck and call. It’s a bit… unseemly. Uncaring, and some could even say it’s self-centered.”


She frowned. “How can that be? I’m the same I’ve always been. No such thing has happened before, certainly not in London.”


“That,” Aunt Sophie said, holding her cup of delicate jasmine tea a mere inch from her lips, “is likely because London is London and Denver is not.”


“I… see.” But she didn’t. Not really. While she’d lived in a number of different places during her life, none of them seemed too different, one from the other. Atlanta, where she was born, had faded a tad into memories of a busy whirl of Mama’s friends and evening soirées at their home that she watched from the balcony over the foyer. Then, on those occasions when their small family had spent time in New York, she’d scarcely seen her parents, what with them busy at various events every day and almost every night. She herself had had a good number of playmates from among her parents’ friends.


After Mama’s death, she and Papa moved to London. Grief-stricken, he had seemed inclined toward comforting, familiar things. Since his side of the family still lived in England, he’d wanted to be close to them. The years in London had been nothing if not exciting, most recently filled with a continual rush of parties and dress fittings, dances and teas, dinners and theater and… well! It had been exhilarating.


Emma had visited Uncle Justus and Aunt Sophia twice in Denver during that time for extended periods, while Papa traveled the world for his business. And she’d been at the Portland house right after construction ended, right after they’d moved in. While in Denver this time, she’d enjoyed the diversions provided by their circle of acquaintances. This year, she’d had the opportunity to take advantage of the social season itself. She really hadn’t noticed anything particularly different from her life in London—except that residents of Denver spoke with a charming accent, never mind that they all said it was she who spoke with a different lilt.


On her previous visits, once Papa returned, they went together to the house in Portland. Its social whirl wasn’t quite as lively, but life there wasn’t especially dull, either. The western town had a somewhat rough edge to it, but so much activity was always afoot that Emma had never had the opportunity to be bored. She supposed she and Mr. Hamilton would live in Denver, though. Which reminded her, if she was now about to become a betrothed woman, her life would be filled with preparations for her wedding. Those would, of necessity, involve all the things she fancied.


She might start by considering the gorgeous clothes she could choose for her honeymoon. She wondered where Mr. Hamilton would decide to take her. Would he prefer Paris, Vienna, Venice, or Rome? Or would he fancy something more exotic? Like the Greek islands, perhaps, or… Morocco?


A thrill propelled her to her feet, the toast limp and the congealed egg by now forgotten. “Oh, goodness! I do have so much to do, don’t I? After all, I have a wedding to plan. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll go start…”


“You have made me the happiest man alive!” Joshua pressed Emma’s hand to his lips. “And you’ll see, Miss Emma, I’ll make you happy. We’ll have a wonderful life together.”


Emma smiled. “Why, thank you, Mr. Hamilton. I do so appreciate that promise. Surely, you must know how happy my papa is with my decision.”


“And my parents will be, as well. They think the world of you.”


Did they really? Had they heard the talk Aunt Sophia had mentioned? Emma’s cheeks heated and she hoped the elder Hamiltons had been spared the embarrassment. Silver-haired Marianne and tall, dignified Judge Oscar Hamilton were not the sort to take disgrace kindly.


“I do hope I can keep it that way,” she said in a spindly voice. “Will you be coming back to Portland with Papa? After the business trip to France, that is.”


“Afraid so,” Joshua said. “I would much prefer to return with you, especially now that we’re engaged—engaged! That does have a nice ring to it, doesn’t it?”


She nodded and smiled.


“At any rate, I’m afraid your father is counting on me. We’ve set things up with some gentlemen in Paris and Marseilles who wouldn’t understand it if I suddenly decided not to go. But I promise I’ll be back as soon as I possibly can be.”


They chatted a few minutes longer about the men’s trip, and then Joshua pressed Emma to set a date for the wedding. Truth be told, she hadn’t thought that far ahead.


“This is all so new!” she said. “I have no idea. What do you think?”


“Me!” His eyes opened wide. “I always thought ladies put a great deal of stock in those things.”


“I suppose it’s different, since I don’t have a mama to help me with these decisions. Of course, it must be next year. That way I’ll have plenty of time, and Aunt Sophia can help, too. I’m sure it takes a great deal to put on a wedding, especially when I consider how much work it is for her to throw one of her splendid parties.”


“Well, then, what do you think of… say, next June?”


“A year and a month… I’m sure I should manage to do something suitable in that time, don’t you?”


He beamed. “I’m sure you will do something splendid in that time.” He stood and smiled, a mischievous twinkle in his eyes. “I had planned this just a bit differently, but now that you’ve agreed to marry me, it’s even more perfect than I thought. I came this morning with a surprise for you.”


“Surprise? I love surprises! What’s your perfect surprise?”


Joshua headed for the parlor door to the hall. “Ah-ah-ah! Just give me a chance. It’ll only be a minute or two. Then you’ll see.”


Emma’s curiosity itched within her. She fought the temptation to follow Joshua to the front of the house and peek out the window, but she doubted that would impress him. Such actions would make her appear almost childish. Even though she did feel the greatest urge to see what he was up to.


She hadn’t expected him to show up that morning. He’d known she was leaving for Portland, and she’d let him know the night before how busy she expected her morning to be. But now, seeing that she’d made up her mind about his proposal at breakfast, she was glad he’d come, if only for a brief visit. And she was going home as a newly engaged woman, one preparing to enter the greatest adventure of her life.


She tapped the toe of her fashionable travel boot against Aunt Sophia’s gleaming oak parlor floor. What could he be up to? What kind of surprise did he have? He couldn’t have known she’d decided to accept his proposal before he’d walked into the parlor a scant half-hour earlier, so what could he have prepared?


Moments later, the front door opened again. She sank back into the plush velvet sofa, pretending a nonchalance she didn’t feel.


“Please close your eyes,” Joshua requested from just on the other side of the threshold.


Emma giggled—from excitement or nervousness, she wasn’t quite sure. “They’re closed.”


A moment later, she sensed his presence at her side. “Now?” she asked.


“On the count of three. One… two… three!”


She opened her eyes. “How sweet!”


In his arms, her intended held a squirmy little dog, its curly white fur giving it the appearance of a fluffy cotton ball. Big black eyes darted everywhere, taking in its surroundings. A pink tongue darted out and took a quick swipe of Joshua’s hand.


“She’s a poodle,” he said, wearing a tentative smile. “Do you like her?”


“Of course I like her! She’s darling. What’s her name?”


His smile broadened even further. “She has none. That’s for you to decide. She’s yours.”


“Mine? What do you mean?”


“A friend of my mother’s owns the parents. She and her husband brought the pair to Denver from England on their last trip to the Continent. The mama just had puppies, and I arranged to have one of them for you. I wanted to give you something, a token of my affection, so you’d never forget me even after you left. That way, you’d think of my proposal every time you looked at her.”


His explanation charmed her as she took the tiny dog. “I would have thought of you even without you going to such a great deal of trouble.”


“It was no trouble. Do you like her?”


“Of course… but I do confess, I know nothing about dogs. What do I have to do to care for her?”


“Feed her and make sure she—” He colored. “Well, you do need to make sure she goes outdoors a number of times every day. Constitutionals, on a regular basis. She… that is, dogs don’t use privies.”


Emma’s cheeks sizzled. “Ah… er—what does she eat?”


Joshua seemed relieved to discuss anything but the dog’s private functions, and they spent the next while discussing the care of Emma’s new companion. It never occurred to her to think how she would transport the dog to Portland until her new fiancé was gone.


“Look, Papa!” she cried after Joshua had left. “Look what he brought for me.”


Emma’s surprised father gave her pointers on how to care for her new pet, adding on to what her fiancé had said, even though Papa warned her against the inconvenience she was undertaking. Emma insisted she could handle the trip with a baby animal in her care.


“How much trouble could she be?” she asked. “Look. She’s so darling and tiny.”


A brief while later, the reverend and his wife arrived. Emma and her luggage—the huge steamer trunk, four hatboxes, Aunt Sophia’s large picnic basket to serve as a home for the dog, Emma’s travel satchel, and a small leather reticule—were loaded onto the carriage. Fortunately, neither the reverend nor his wife had much luggage. Neither did the elderly other passenger, Mr. Birmingham, who slept through the commotion.


Mrs. Strong’s mud-colored eyes widened more and more with each item piled higher. But it wasn’t until the basket with the excited yapping puppy came out to the front stoop that she said anything.


“Surely you aren’t bringing that… that creature with us, are you?”


Emma frowned. “But, of course. My… fiancé gave her to me. I wouldn’t think of leaving her behind.”


Mrs. Strong’s eyebrows nearly vanished under the stick-stiff fringe of hair on her forehead at the mention of a betrothal, but she only sighed. “Oh, dear. That’s unfortunate. I do hope she’s well-trained, at the very least. I can’t imagine anything worse than an undisciplined animal. Especially on a long trip in an enclosed vehicle.”


Papa arched a brow, giving Emma a questioning look. “Are you sure about this?”


Emma tipped up her chin. “Yes, Papa. I know what I’m doing.”


“I hope so, Princess. I certainly do.”


They hugged, Emma overcome with an unexpected pang of fear.


What if—


She shook off the unwelcome sensation. “I love you, Papa. Do take care of all that business soon. I can’t bear the thought of missing you for too long.”


“I love you, too, my darling girl.” He cupped a hand over the back of her head, bringing her close. “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather come to Paris and Marseilles with Joshua and me—”


“No, no.” She pulled away, tucked the handle of the dog’s basket into the crook of her elbow, and smiled. “I’ll be fine. I promise. And once you’re home in Portland again, we’ll have such wonderful fun planning my wedding. You’ll see.”


“May our Lord bless you, Emma,” he said a moment later, a hint of dampness in his eyes. “Don’t ever forget how precious you are to me. I wouldn’t know what to do with myself, should anything ever happen to you.”


“Don’t fret, Papa, please. Do enjoy your trip. I plan to enjoy mine.”


“Let us earnestly pray we all can enjoy our trip,” Mrs. Strong piped up. With a huff, she gave Emma a disapproving glare as she stepped back up into the carriage.


Emma sighed, took the driver’s extended hand then followed her chaperone.


The dog gave a cheery little yip.


“And please make sure your animal doesn’t do that all the way out West,” the pastor’s wife added.


Emma figured it wouldn’t hurt to take advantage of the perfect moment to commend the trip to God.















Chapter 2



Emma sighed.


Pippa, the puppy, yipped.


Mrs. Strong snorted—yet again.


Would they ever get to Portland?


The carriage hit a bump, sending Emma flying off her seat. The picnic basket where Pippa had spent her voyage followed suit, and both landed at the feet of the reverend’s wife. Pippa was unharmed. The woman was not amused.


Neither was Emma.


Why had Papa ever thought this would be a good idea? Up until this time, she’d always traveled to Portland by rail, a far wiser and much more efficient way to get there, in her opinion.


Bouncing and jouncing over rutted ground, closed up in a box not very unlike the one where her new pet had been all this long, long while, didn’t strike Emma as any way to travel. Her bottom was sore from the hard, seemingly padded-with-rocks seat, and now her knees would surely be bruised from her rough landing on the floor.


She scrambled back onto the seat with its dry, cracked leather, and set her dog on her lap one more time. Drawing a deep breath, and sending up the random plea for heavenly help, she leaned forward and peeked out. Disappointed, she plopped back down. Nothing even remotely resembling a village, much less a city, not to mention Portland, Oregon, was anywhere in sight. No, she couldn’t see Bountiful anymore, the tiny town where they’d spent the night before. Rugged landscape, stark in its wild beauty, full of rocks and the rare scattered spurt of vegetation, did nothing to inspire so much as hope in Emma. Neither did the hill they’d begun to climb. All she could see was the hilly terrain cut through by the rutted road.


She sighed.


Clutching the handle of the picnic basket in one hand, she used the other to pat a loose strand of curling auburn hair back into place. She then pulled her smart silver watch from the jacket pocket of her nice amber and caramel velvet traveling suit. The ever-so-soft fabric by now looked sad and saggy, and even the black satin piping on the edges of the jacket lapels, sleeve bottoms, and outlining either side of the flat front gore of the skirt had lost its elegant luster. The lace at the neck and down the front of her buttercream-colored blouse had given up the fight nearly from the start.


Emma shifted her weight from one hip to the other, wishing there were a comfortable position to be found. Her shoulder blade pressed uncomfortably against the seat back. She wriggled. No improvement.


Her temple began to throb.


She drew a deep breath then wished she hadn’t. The carriage’s close quarters were dreadfully stuffy.


She pulled her watch out again. The shiny hand had moved only a hair.


“Why don’t you try reading a while?” Mrs. Strong said as Emma slid her watch back. “Here’s my Bible. I’m sure you can find an edifying passage to help you pass the time.”


Emma gauged the size and heft of the solid book of Scripture and shook her head. “I do thank you. I certainly could do with some devotional time. However, I don’t think you’re prepared to hold my dog, are you?”


At the woman’s look of horror, Emma smiled. “I’m sure you agree I can’t hold that copy of the Good Book and the dog’s basket at the same time.”


That seemed to put an end to that suggestion, but it did nothing to help Emma’s boredom. The long trip had grown tiresome to an extreme.


A while later she awoke from a brief nap. From the slight tilt of the carriage she could tell their climb had grown steeper, so she craned forward against the angle to peer out the side window. To her surprise, the rough road, which she again felt as the wheels jounced in and out of holes, was surrounded by tall evergreens. At that moment, she realized the air around them had grown cooler than it had felt earlier in their day’s journey.


“Where are we?” she asked.


“Going up the mountains in the eastern part of Oregon,” Reverend Strong answered.


“Up? The eastern part?” she repeated, disappointed.


“ ’Fraid so.” He had the usual bland expression on his plain face.


As though to comment, Pippa whimpered again. Emma came close to joining her, but soon recognized the cries as the blessing they truly were. They had been traveling for two weeks now, eight hours a day. Aside from their less-than-luxurious overnights and stops to change horses in odd locales, the pup’s constitutionals had provided her only breaks during the otherwise dreadful, monotonous trip.


“Oh, dear!” She fought to keep the relief out of her voice and expression. “It appears that Pippa must… um… go outside again. Her constitutional, you understand.”


Reverend Strong nodded absently.


Mrs. Strong pursed her lips and sniffed.


Emma pounded the front of the carriage with her umbrella, a spot right between the couple’s heads, as she and the driver had agreed she should do whenever Pippa needed a stop. Moments later, the carriage halted.


Mr. Schwartz opened the door. He held out a hand for the puppy’s basket. “Here we go, miss.”


Emma scrambled out by way of the trim set of wooden steps the driver set up for her, more than ready to escape Mrs. Strong’s judgmental stare. How she missed Aunt Sophia. While the two of them didn’t always see eye-to-eye on all of Emma’s ideas, her aunt at the very least listened with goodwill. The other woman in Emma’s life, Ophelia, didn’t agree often, but she also didn’t bother with stony silences. If she objected to something Emma had concocted, she let everyone in the vicinity know, and in no uncertain terms. The chilly disapproval to which the reverend’s wife had treated Emma from the very start was most difficult to handle.


“You might want your cloak, miss,” Mr. Schwartz called out, holding the becoming, hunter green wool garment in Emma’s direction. With the wind blowing hard and nippy all around, whistling through the thick canopy of boughs overhead, she hurried back and snagged it, grateful for its stylish cover.


Swirled in the supple wool, Emma picked her way through the dense underbrush, careful not to catch her heels in nature’s carpet of debris. When she figured she’d gone far enough to remain discreetly hidden from view of the other passengers, unwilling to have them watch her dog perform her… er… functions, she opened the picnic basket, tied the rope she was using to keep Pippa under control around the puppy’s neck, and then placed her lovely little pet on the ground.


Pippa pranced daintily over slender dead branches, piles of old, damp leaves, and the occasional large rock. To Emma’s dismay, bits of twig and scraps of leaf clung to the pup’s pristine, snowy curls as she moved, and her paws went from white to a dingy shade of dirt.


From the direction of the carriage came the sound of voices raised in agitated conversation. It appeared the men were engaged in some sort of disagreement, which surprised Emma, since the mild-mannered man of God didn’t strike her as endowed with much of a temper. Mr. Schwartz, too, had been nothing if not friendly and pleasant, and the elderly Mr. Birmingham, the fourth passenger in their company, had done nothing but slumber and snore the greater part of the way.


A horse’s shrill whinny pierced the forest peace.


The male voices sharpened, rang out angrier.


Emma stayed put to avoid the altercation.


“Pal-merrrrrr!” Mrs. Strong cried out.


Pippa darted deeper into the woods.


Reverend Strong answered in a muffled voice. Although his voice grew fainter as Emma followed her dog, the distant complaint of his wife’s words followed her still. “Palmer Strong,” the woman whined, “I tell you right now…”


A flurry of disparate sounds followed—more whinnying, more yelling, more whining, hooves striking packed earth. Though the crisp air felt refreshing after the stuffy carriage, Emma realized she couldn’t stay out in the elements much longer, no matter how determined she was to avoid the unpleasantness. Besides, her presence and normally cheery nature might perhaps calm things a tad. That would only be to the good. She still had a long way to travel in the company of these people.


“Can’t say the prospect appeals,” she told her little dog when she scooped her up. Pippa tipped her head as though giving serious consideration to her mistress’s words. “But it can’t be helped, now can it?”


A moment later, Pippa objected to being stuffed in the basket again.


“This can’t be helped either.” Regret rang in Emma’s voice. “But you just wait until we’re home in Portland, little missy. Ophelia and Jedediah will simply love to spoil you.”


Setting aside her natural aversion to conflict, she headed back the way she’d come. She carried on her chat with Pippa, who let out occasional yips, in her own way holding up her end of the conversation. After a while of steady marching, Emma started to question her sense of direction. She felt certain she’d now walked farther than she’d gone in the first place. Just as worry nipped the edges of her equanimity, she heard men’s voices again and changed direction. This time, however, the discord was far more heated and considerably harsher than what she’d earlier heard.


Oh, dear.


“There you are!” she cried out in a cheerful voice when she crashed out into the slight clearing, watching her steps, minding that her skirt didn’t snag on any brambles. “I was afraid I’d gotten lost in the woods. I didn’t look forward to trudging through the wilderness for half the day, hoping to—”


Her words froze in her throat.


Horror made her eyes widen.


Fear nearly felled her.


“Well, well, well! Lookit here, Ned.” A rough-looking fellow in a threadbare checked coat dragged off his ragged straw hat and clutched it to his burly chest. “Who’d a thought a body would find hisself a lady in fancy clothes out in these here woods?”


Ned, much younger but just as rough-looking and dressed in a brown jacket of equal vintage as his companion’s coat, didn’t respond. He couldn’t; his jaw gaped, and his gaze fixed on Emma. Slowly, very, very slowly, a smitten smile oozed across his face.


“Miss…” he said in a hushed, respectful tone.


Now this was the sort of reaction Emma was accustomed to, not the sharper, bolder, more blatant stare the first man was still giving her.


Before she could gather her wits, that brutish fellow approached, his face shadowed in the dappled light of the woods.


“Now, who do we have us here, ’zackly?”


Although alarmed, Emma’s instincts told her it would be unwise to let him know how his presence disconcerted her. “What have you done with my carriage? And with Reverend Strong, his wife—the others?”


He arched a brow. “Your carriage? ’Peared to me it were more the fat fellow up top’s rig than nobody else’s. Tobias and Dwight—”


“Don’t reckon you might wanta say even a word ’bout them two ’round her, Sawyer,” Ned said, his eyes never straying from Emma, his smitten smile never fading.


“Reckon you’re right, boy.” Sawyer donned his disreputable hat again. “Tobias and Dwight, they ain’t never been easy sorts, you know. And they ain’t done with these here parts yet. Mark my words.” He shook his head and scoffed. “Bah! Never mind ’bout them two. What’re we gonna do with her’s what I wanna know.”


Pippa chose that precise moment to make her presence known.


Sawyer narrowed his eyes. “Whazzat?”


Ned zeroed in on the picnic basket. “Looks to me, boss, like the lady’s got herself a dog or something there.”


Sawyer approached.


Fear slammed into Emma’s throat. The tough character stood a good foot taller than she, and outweighed her by at least twice. Days of unshaven beard gave his face a dark, dismal, disturbing look, and his thick, droopy mustache emphasized his menace. Emma fought the urge to flee and stood her ground, chin up, gaze on his hardened expression. She waited, thoughts flitting through her head. She searched her imagination for an idea, any possible notion that might help her save herself and sweet little Pippa.


“What a fool thing to take into the woods,” Sawyer said in a growl of a voice. He dropped his hand to his waist, shoved his coat open to reveal a holster at his hip as he turned to his companion. “Cain’t be wasting no time on a silly woman and her dog. Not when we have us more important things to figger out. Tobias and Dwight ain’t gonna just go their way. Not after all we got last night. That were worth more’n what this group here in the carriage had. And you and me… well, we have ’em all. We need to figger out what we’re gonna do.”


Ned gave him a careless nod, but continued to admire Emma. Sawyer followed his gaze with a frown.


Out of the corner of her eye, Emma spotted the gleam of metal at Sawyer’s waist again. Sawyer was armed… and was now going for his weapon. She shuddered. Dreadful men carried guns, which, simply put, were the devil’s tools, pure evil. They inspired the holders to do deadly damage to their victims. Was he really ready to—to… oh, my! To shoot her? How could she, Emma Crowell, possibly find herself in such straits?


Fighting the fear, she hugged Pippa’s basket and chose to not stand and await her imminent, dreadful fate. At the very least, she would put up an objection to this… well—sin. “What, pray tell, are you doing, sir?”


Sawyer took a step toward her, one hand outstretched, the other at the butt of the gun. “Gimme that thing.”


Her gut knotted ever tighter; her arms laced more tautly. “She’s mine!”


The outlaw barked a laugh. “And you… well, missy, way I see it, you’re our prisoner. Gimme it. We ain’t got a use for no yapping basket.”


Prisoner? Good heavens! About to call for help, she realized the man had already come too close to her and she didn’t know how he’d react. She glanced at his hand still resting near his gun. A shudder shook her at the sight.


“What have you done with the others?”


“The others?” He shrugged. “That there driver of yours took off soon’s Dwight and Tobias got what we wanted.” He spat. “What they wanted. Driver and the old man sure ’peared in a rush to get somewhere. Reckon I might too wanna leave, what with that squealing woman in the back. Told Dwight it didn’t look like no good idea to hold ’em up. I was right. Weren’t as though they had them a great deal of cash in the box to begin with, and now Dwight and Tobias’re gone with it all. Left us all the work, too.”


The carriage had left? No, of course not. They wouldn’t—couldn’t—leave her here.


“You just hush there, Sawyer,” Ned urged his partner. “Let’s us figger what to do with the lady and her dog.”


“You don’t go telling me what’s what…”


As the men carried on their silly argument, Emma’s head throbbed with tangled thoughts.


What on earth was she to do now? Surely the Strongs would come back for her. But when? How would they find her? What if those other outlaws these two mentioned got back first? Quick glances all around emphasized the dire nature of her predicament. If she ran, she’d get lost in the woods—she’d almost done that while taking her dog on a simple constitutional. At that time, she hadn’t been gripped by the panic she now felt rise inside her. Running was out of the question. But if she just stood and waited for matters to play out… well, Sawyer continued to fondle his sidearm.


A wild blur of foreign emotions and disjointed thoughts shot through Emma’s head. Papa… Aunt Sophia… Uncle Justus… Ophelia—Joshua! Oh, dear. She hated to think she might miss her own wedding.


Wild laughter raked at her throat, but she tamed it somehow. The ridiculous notion told Emma she was more than likely hysterical, and who would blame her? But hysteria and ladylike vapors would never get her out of this nightmare. She had to pull her wits together.


Truth was, Papa would be frantic. So would Aunt Sophia and Uncle Justus. She imagined Joshua would worry, as well. She hated to put them all through the misery.


How could Reverend and Mrs. Strong have left without her? The pain that struck Emma nearly stole her breath. Papa had asked them to look out for her, and though she’d known Mrs. Strong hadn’t much cared for her, she couldn’t imagine abandoning the woman had their situations been reversed.


Yet they had left Emma alone, utterly alone.


While she had wanted to be on her own, this wasn’t what she’d imagined it might be like. If she could escape this pair of outlaws, how would she manage in the wilds of eastern Oregon?


Still, she felt she would be safer away from them than with them. While she had been raised a genteel lady, Emma didn’t see how that would mean she had to become some meek and mousy sort. Surely she had the intelligence and gumption to outwit these men, neither of whom struck her as a brilliant thinker.


Hmph! She was not about to let them do her harm, not without fighting back. And she bore the responsibility to keep her pup safe.


What could she pit against a gun? And win?


She had to think, clearly and fast, if she was to stay a step ahead of a pair of quarreling outlaws.


At that moment, to her horror, Sawyer drew the gun from the holster.


She shrieked. “Wha—”


“Aw, c’mon, Sawyer,” Ned said, his voice surprisingly reasonable. “Y’ain’t gonna shoot ’er, an’ you know it. You know you don’t wanta do that.”


Sawyer fired off a glare at his companion. “What’re you talking ’bout? How d’you think you know what I wanta do?” He spat a gob of spittle toward the edge of the trail. “I do want her to quit her caterwauling and carrying on. Dunno what to do with her, ’cept maybe asking her rich pappy for money in exchange. For her and that there dog, too. But… nah.”


Emma, her eyes on the weapon pointed at her, fought the instinct to gag.


Sawyer went on. “You think on it some, boy. She knows we’re here, and the carriage ain’t. Them others seen us, too. They left, and you gotta reckon they went after the law, to tell ’em ’bout the holdup. They can finger us, even if we ain’t got the loot. You want her to run to Bountiful, too, an’ tell that Marshal Blair down there what she seen? You wanta go behind bars?”


“But we didn’t do nothing. Dwight and Tobias are the ones that done everything. Left us behind to do the work and clean up their mess.”


“Ain’t no one but us gonna care about that.”


Ned scratched his drab brown hair then donned a brilliant smile. “Why, then, Sawyer. There’s only one thing to do. We’ll just keep her with us.”


Sawyer hitched up his grime-streaked, faded denim trousers, never letting go of his sidearm. “What you saying there, Ned? I look like some lady’s servant to ya? She’ll be asking to be done for left and right.”


“Maybe she can… I dunno. Help?”


The older outlaw crossed his arms, gun now dangling at his side, turned to Emma, and arched a brow. “How?”


Emma froze. Stared. Nothing came to her.


Ned came to her rescue. Of sorts. “Maybe she can cook fer us. I’m tired of your burnt bacon and dried-out beans. My ma was a fair hand with baking pies and roasts and soups and all.”


Cook? Soup?


Goodness gracious, Emma had scarcely ever even set foot in a kitchen. “Surely you must see, gentlemen, that the wisest plan of action is for you both to help me rejoin my party as soon as possible. If nothing else, help me return to Bountiful. I’m sure your gentler side understands a man is to be a lady’s guardian and protector. That applies to us, if ever it did.”


Sawyer guffawed. “Guardian? Don’t see myself as nobody’s angel, lady. And I got too much to do with protecting myself and my own what-for to hafta protect some bit a fluff what’s come off a fancy carriage—with no money to her, neither.”


Emma gulped when he pointed the gun at her again.


Ned stepped between them. “C’mon, Sawyer. Y’ain’t no killer, and y’ain’t gonna start being one now, neither. Let’s think on this some more back at the camp. Ya don’t need to do nothing right now.”


“Makes no sense, bringing her along. Reckon she eats fancy.”


Ned glanced at Emma.


She managed a weak smile and a lifted shoulder.


“Nah. I’m sure she’ll eat whatever we got us to share.” He sighed. “Not that there’s all that much left, you know. But we can always roast mutton. We got us plenty of sheep, right? That’s fine vittles, I reckon.”


Sawyer stiffened. “Them sheep’s not fer eating, Ned. What’re you thinkin’? Them animals’ money on the hoof. Get yer head on straight. She’s ’nother story, though.”


Ned’s shoulders straightened, his jaw squared, his gaze glanced over Emma’s face. He smiled, and then faced Sawyer full on, chin leading the way. “The right thing, that’s what I wanta do. We’re bringing ’er with us. And you’re putting that there gun away now. Don’t wanna shoot yer own foot off by mistake, ya know.”


Sawyer glowered. “Fine, then. You want her to come on along with us, then you’re the one what’s gotta deal with her and her fancy ways. Not me. Not once. She’s all your business from now on.”


Ned grinned.


Emma groaned. “Bu—but, I don’t have any other clothes! My dresses… shoes! No, no. I can’t just follow the two of you, wherever you’re headed. Please, Mr. Ned, take me back to Bountiful. You can come back to help Mr. Sawyer after. I at least need my trunk.”


“Clothes?” Sawyer guffawed as he shook his head and holstered the gun. “Shoes? You sure do think some crazy fool things, now don’tcha?”


She breathed in relief once the weapon disappeared into the holster and the filthy coat covered it. She hugged Pippa’s picnic basket closer, gaining a sense of comfort in the knowledge of the pup’s presence.


Ned twisted the brim of his disgraceful hat as he spun the thing around in a circle at his waist. His nerves further showed in the high pitch of his voice as he came to Emma’s side.


His eyes shined with his earnestness. “I’ll take care of you, ma’am, even if I cain’t be going to Bountiful myself. I’m sorry about your trunk, too.” His tone struck her as… shy? Could that be? “But you can trust me,” the young man added. “We’re not dangerous. I promise.”


Trust him? An outlaw?


Good heavens! How could he say that? Of course, Emma couldn’t trust either one of them. She only had herself to trust. But until she could figure out what to do, perhaps it would be wiser to stay with them. It didn’t seem she had much chance of escape now, anyway, the way Ned wouldn’t take his eyes off her. What would Papa think when he learned what had happened to her on the way to Portland?


She cringed at the thought of his worry… his fear… his grief.


“Oh, Papa…” she whispered. “I should have gone with you after all.”















Chapter 3



“Are you sure?” Peter Lowery said, anger doing a slow rise.


“Of course I’m sure, Pete,” Colley, his ranch manager and mentor, said. “I toldja time and time again how we been losing sheep for weeks now. I don’t lie. You said you believed me every time I told you.”


Peter sighed. “I do believe you. I did from the start.”


“Reckon you didn’t want to accept it, didja?” When Peter shrugged, Colley tugged the brim of the straw hat lower, and then nodded. “Didn’t want to do it either, myself, but I couldn’t help but accept the truth, son. Bunch by bunch, there’ve been fewer sheep out there each time. Coupla dozen less by now.”


Dread pooled in his gut, a sick sensation by all accounts. What would he do if he lost any more?


Colley went on. “And, sure as I’m staring right atcha, it’s happened again. This time, there seems to be a bigger lot missing than any of the earlier times. I was fixing for Wade and me to do some shearing straight away, now spring’s come, and I went to choose me some of ‘em to start with, and I can count, you know. Been looking forward to this, seeing as how the flock’s put on some good, thick wool this winter.” A shake of the head followed a grimace. “We’re gonna miss that wool just as much as the sheep themselves, now they’re stole.”


Peter needed every penny he could get for his animals and their wool. Now, more of his flock was gone… taken.


Stolen.


Rustled.


Life on a ranch depended on a man’s animals. No wonder rustlers were seen as lower than snakes. They were hung in these parts. Livestock made the difference between survival and failure.


What was he going to do if he couldn’t pay back what he owed? He glanced toward the left side of the summer camp cabin. Robby, his seven-year-old son, still lay in his bunk, sleeping securely, tucked under his covers. There was no reason for a child to rise as early as a rancher and his hands did. Today was no different. Theft was no matter for a child.


His child.


Peter wanted—no, needed—to build a legacy for his son. That was why he’d moved West shortly after he and Adele had married. He’d wanted to strike out on his own, make his own way in the world, create something of value to leave his children.


Or rather child. There wouldn’t be any more children for Peter. He would never marry again.


The familiar sharp sting struck his heart at the thought of his Adele. Marriage hadn’t worked as he’d hoped and expected. Not for him—for the two of them. His wife hadn’t been strong enough to cope with the challenge-filled and lonely life on the sheep ranch. She’d become ill with pleurisy. It would have taken a long day’s travel to reach Bountiful’s Doc Chalmers from Peter’s ranch, and another day to return with the man in tow. But when the pain from her violent coughing reached the point where Adele couldn’t bear it any longer, she’d demanded Peter help her return home to her mother’s comfort and care rather than wait for him to fetch the doctor. He hadn’t had the heart to deny her the love her large family would offer during her recovery, even though he knew travel could put her under a great deal of risk.


He’d been tragically proven right. She died before she reached Independence, Missouri.


Peter still carried the grief that came with knowing he hadn’t been able to help Adele weather the pressures imposed upon her when she agreed to follow his dreams. The West had broken her, and she’d left him, and their son, to make do as best they could.


“Pete!” Colley shook his arm. “Are you hurtin’ somewhere or something? That dyspepsia hitting you again?”


Peter shook his head, but didn’t speak.


Colley went on. “Well, something’s up with you. I been jawing away here, with you just standing there like a big old lump of cold bread dough. Not really much like you, I reckon.”


Peter gave his ranch manager a wry twist of the mouth instead of a smile. Sometimes he did feel like cold bread dough. But Colley had a point. Something was up with him, all right. But no, he didn’t really feel cold, not this time. This time, he wasn’t about to feel sorry for himself. It was time to do something about the situation.


“Sure, I’m hurting. I’ve a ranch and a son, not to mention a loan to pay back. You know exactly how bad my bank account’s been for a while now, and it’s even worse these days. Now someone’s hit me with theft again. So far, I’ve turned the other cheek, but my face is mighty sore from all that, and I don’t think it’s wrong to go get my sheep back from whoever’s stealing them. Don’t figure the Lord will frown on a man who sets out to try and steward what he’s been blessed with.”


Colley’s pale blue eyes widened. “You crazy, Pete? Get your sheep back? Those animals are long gone already. Maybe halfway to Kansas by now.”


“Doubt it. No one’s going to try and sell sheep this time of year. They’ll want to do what I’m working for, to fatten them up in the summer then go to market in the fall. And, besides, no one with a lick of sense will take them back to Kansas. Maybe they’ll head for Portland or go south to California, but not this time of year. Not with a winter-thin flock.”


“Sure, and that makes sense. But I figure on Kansas as the likely place they’ll go just so’s they can get them far away from here. Too easy to track down where the sheep really come from if they just mosey ’em over to Portland.”


“You know better than that. Any rustler worth his salt has already changed the earmarks. I’ll tell you again, Colley. They’ll hold on to the animals and fatten them, seeing as how they’re hardly worth selling right now. I feel sure in my heart I can find my sheep. It rained early yesterday morning. Remember? There’s bound to be tracks in the soft ground. I’m going after what’s mine.”


“Who said thieves are so smart, and all? They make plenty of mistakes, son. That’s how they get caught. And you!” Colley jabbed squarely at Peter’s chest. “Now, you’ve gone and done gone mad! You can’t be going after some lousy sheep rustlers who’re likely armed and ready to shoot. Head on down to Bountiful. Go see the marshal—”


“By the time I fetch Adam Blair, they’ll have all the earmarks on my animals changed. There’ll be nothing to do. I’m not going to give them any more time. Not this time. I’m heading out right now. My mind’s made up. Don’t try and stop me.”


Peter marched to the front door, reached for his coat, and slammed his hat on his head. “Take care of Robby for me, please.”


“Whaddaya mean, take care of Robby for you?” Crisp clicks of well-worn boots followed Peter. “Don’t you go thinking you’re about to head out there all by your crazy self, son. You going? Well, then I’m going with you. Someone’s gotta take some common sense along on that ride, and you sure lost yours this time.”


Peter stopped, turned. “You’re not leaving Robby here by himself. I won’t stand for that.”


“Fine,” Colley countered, jaw jutting forward. “Don’t see nothing to that. We can both of us come to our senses and stay home. We’ll head on to Bountiful later in the day, once Robby’s up and we can take your boy with us.”


Peter shook his head. “Don’t you try and stop me. I’m going. You can stay with Robby.”


“Well, you sure can’t shake me off like that, either. Not gonna let you do some fool thing, what with you having that boy that needs you back here.” Colley rubbed a lean, leathery jaw. “Tell ya what. I’ll go get Wade. He can stay with your boy. I trust him, and I reckon you can, too.”


Right away, Peter started to object. Wade was young, not much more than twenty-one. But then, studying Colley, he realized he wasn’t going to change his ranch manager’s mind. Wade was a good solution, the only one available, and he’d proven himself generally trustworthy, too. Besides, Peter didn’t intend to be gone long. Just long enough to get his property back.


“If you’re coming, then let’s go. Get Wade in here. Can’t give the thieves any more of a head start than they already have.”


They headed to the other structure at the camp, the shanty lined with numerous bunks for ranch hands, where they found Wade just rousing. No sooner had Peter and Colley related the situation than the young man stood, yanked on denim trousers, shoved first one arm then the other in the sleeves of a thick flannel shirt, tucked in his shirttails, and then hopped outside on one booted foot, dragging the other boot on as he went.


“Go, Peter,” he urged as he hurried to the cabin at the edge of the pasture-rich meadow. “I won’t let anything happen to your boy.”


As Peter and Colley went for their horses, the younger man rushed inside and slammed the door. In his desire to make camp life easier for Adele, Peter had put up the modest but sturdy building so she and Robby at least would have the most basic of comforts during the foraging months. The lower plateau, where his ranch was located, became too dry in the summer months for sheep to find enough feed. On the other hand, the mountain meadows grew too cold in the wintertime, especially when the pregnant ewes were heavy with lambs. Like all other sheep ranchers in the region, Peter summered his flock up on the Blue Mountains’ greener, lush slopes, to make sure they fattened for the fall. That was his plan for this year, and he was more determined than ever to ensure the success of the season, not just for his sake and Robby’s, but also for Colley’s.


His ranch manager had once owned a spread, held on to it for as long as possible. But when the plague of grasshoppers devoured all the nearby pasturage and ultimately decimated every flock in the area, the older sheep rancher had turned to Peter, who owned the adjacent land, for help. Peter had bought that land, but always kept in mind his responsibility to Colley. If he didn’t make a profit, he could lose both his and Colley’s livelihoods. He bore responsibility to many, owed them his best. He couldn’t fail, he wouldn’t let it happen.


Determination reinforced, he focused on following the marks he’d found across the meadow from the cabin, just beyond the mouth of the trail. As he’d thought, the soft earth there had retained the prints of a handful of horses, despite the flurry of sheep prints that swarmed around them. It wasn’t hard to follow, at least not there. As he saddled his horse, he hoped the debris further along the mountain trail didn’t obscure those prints entirely as it had the previous times.


“What,” Emma asked, “is this?”


Ned dragged off his ratty hat as he followed the sweep of her hand. “It’s our home base, Miss Emma. This is where we been living lately.”


“ ’S enough, Ned!” Sawyer bellowed. “She don’t need to know nothing more ’bout us. You brung her along with us, so, fine. She’s here. But this ain’t none of her business, and you know it.”


The younger outlaw gave Emma an apologetic shrug. “Sorry, Miss Emma. You heard him. But it’s where we’re staying at these days—you, too, now.”


As far as she could see, “this” was nothing more than the rocky overhang of an outcropping on the mountainside. From the looks of it, a bit of a cave hid in the shadows toward the end of the ledge. But this was certainly no kind of proper base, much less a home.


How could she have thought a carriage such a dreadful thing? This was worse. Much worse.


“Impossible,” she argued. “I can’t stay here. Why… where will I sleep? Where’s the table for a meal? And… and…”—she blushed—“where is there a proper… ah… well, the necessary?”


Sawyer guffawed. “That there forest out to the side of us is full of them ‘necessary’ trees and bushes. Go behind any one of ’em, lady. And far as sleeping goes, I reckon you can use either Dwight or Tobias’s bedrolls.”


Emma gaped. A tree? A bedroll?


“No,” she said, her voice a mere whisper. “Impossible. I—I’ve never…”


“Miss…?” Ned said in a hesitant voice. “It ain’t so bad in the cave toward the back. I can make sure you’re safe there. I won’t be letting nobody bother you none while you sleep.”


She spared a glance in the direction of the darkness he indicated then shuddered and turned back to her champion. In spite of her horrid circumstances, a corner of her heart warmed. Ned was trying his best to help her, even when there was little he could do. His kindness touched her. “I deeply appreciate your offer, Mr. Ned—”


“It’s Ned, Miss Emma. Just Ned. Ned Davis.”


“Thank you, then, Ned. It’s just… well, I’ve never—oh, dear.” She bit her bottom lip to keep the trembling from growing any more obvious than she feared it already was. In her arms, Pippa wriggled, clearly tired of being held and in need of exercise. Then, to add injury to the indignity she’d already suffered, Emma’s stomach chose that moment to let out a vociferous, unladylike growl.


“I can even take your doggie for a while,” the young man added, still seeking to relieve Emma’s distress. “You can rest yerself a spell. I reckon a lady like you ain’t too used to walking so long in the woods.”


Tears burned the backs of her eyelids, as the throb from the raw spots on her blistered feet grew more intense by the minute. “You’re right. I never have gone for such a vile slog.” Along with the steady pain in her feet, the memory of the numerous times she’d tripped and slid over the damp ground was imprinted in dirt on the once-lovely velvet of her skirt, her now-ruined skirt.


“I’ll take good care of her,” Ned promised. “You can rest.”


“Nah, she cain’t,” Sawyer said. “She’s a woman, ain’t she? Way I see it, you was right, this one time. She’s gotta make supper for us—like you said, help us out some. She’s our prisoner, and we gotta get to working on them sheep. You wanna sell that wool and get outta here ’fore Dwight and Tobias come back, don’tcha?”


Ned’s eyes widened. “I reckon that might could be a good idea.” He turned back to her. “So sorry, Miss Emma. You sure wouldn’t want them two to findja here. It’s best for all of us if we’re gone by the time they decide to come back for what they left.”


In spite of everything that had happened, Emma’s curiosity was piqued. “Why? Who are they? Where are they? Why would they come back after holding up the carriage? And what did they leave behind?”


“Now, see whatcha done?” Sawyer roared at Ned. “She’s got more questions than one of them sheep’s got wool. You get to work shearing, and she can get to warming us up some bacon and making biscuits for an early supper. I haven’t eaten nothing since sunrise, there’s even less if we gotta share with her, so if she eats, she works.”


Cook? Her? Could they possibly be serious?


Emma hugged Pippa closer with one arm and rubbed the filthy palm of her other hand against her skirt. She hoped her safety and future didn’t depend on any kind of cookery skills—she had none. “B—but I’m your guest! A good host is supposed to serve and entertain his guests.”


Sawyer slapped his thigh and laughed. “Guests and hosts! What? You think yer at some fine la-di-da mansion of some kind?”


She glared. “I can clearly see we’re not, sir. But that doesn’t change the rules of propriety and manners. You insisted I come here, after all.”


He rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Don’t know nothin’ ’bout none a them rules a yours. None of that makes no never mind out here. And soonest ya larn it, soonest you’ll settle in.”


Emma shuddered. She had no intention of settling in anywhere near a cave in the wilderness. It was time to stop that conversational train.


“I’m afraid you’re plumb out of luck, Mr. Sawyer,” she said, back on the correct track. “I wouldn’t know what to do with bacon or how to come up with biscuits. I don’t cook, never once have.”


The outlaw sputtered. “I never did hear me such a fool thing! Yer a woman, right?”


Emma tipped up her chin. “Most definitely.”


“Well, then, go cook! All women’s born knowing how to cook, way I seen it. They’s always in the kitchen.”


“Perhaps where you come from that is true, but I’ve… I’ve been otherwise occupied over the years.”


Uneasiness swam in Emma’s middle. Maybe excelling in her lessons hadn’t been the achievements she’d always been told they were. Like the outlaws, she was quite hungry. Without a doubt, Pippa was, too. Food was the main issue at the moment.


“If you or Ned would show me how, perhaps I could give cookery a try. But I can’t make any promises for that first attempt, you understand.” She had the willingness, and she also had the hope she could count on the intelligence she so often had been told she possessed. Surely it couldn’t be too hard to learn to cook. Could it? “I imagine I might manage to prepare the bacon if you tell me what to do, but the biscuits? I have no idea where to even start. I fear, by the time you show me and I finish, either one of you would have done it quicker and likely with a far better outcome than mine.”
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