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Chapter One


Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 1872

With each click of silverware and every indignant sniff, Aurora became more convinced her decision to run away from it all was the right one.

Mrs. Jameson was her soon-to-be mother-in-law. The woman’s calculating gaze shifted to her and Aurora’s blood ran cold. What would the dragon expect of her now? Not yet a member of the elite Jameson family and already the burden to become a “pillar” of society grew heavy.

“Aurora, I expect your help in planning the spring ball. It will be our first social event with you as part of the family. We can’t disappoint.”

Disappoint whom? Every suck-up in town would attend and pronounce it the best event ever. Of course, there would be whispers in smaller circles criticizing every detail, from the decorations to the outfits they wore. None, however, would openly criticize a member of the Jameson family for fear of being found out and ostracized from society.

Aurora’s own closest friend, Wilhelmina, had been tarnished and, subsequently, sent away because of one of the Jamesons.

Assuring a pleasant smile, Aurora met the woman’s gaze. “Of course.” Fortunately, her reply was with a much stronger voice than she’d thought possible. She had mentally moved away and could care less about any ball or what the people they associated with thought about it.

Her family was prominent and included in every guest list in the area. Not because they had a lot of money, but mainly because of her father’s title. His aristocratic lineage was of high value and, since Aurora was the eldest of the only two daughters, whoever married her would be the next Duke of Edenton.

Her mother, who constantly fawned over Mrs. Jameson for whatever reason, smiled primly. “Of course, both of us will help. Anything you need, all you have to do is ask. It’s such a wonderful thing for our two families to join.”

Ever since Aurora had become engaged to Milford Jameson, one would think it was her mother who wore the five-carat monstrosity weighing Aurora’s left hand. Her mother constantly fell over backwards to accommodate any request by the Jamesons, especially the matriarch.

Her father, on the other hand, was the opposite. He expected everyone else, for the most part, to direct his social life. If left to his own devices, he’d remain in his study, reading and scribbling ideas about social economic findings. Not surprisingly, he had little to say on the marriage and, for that, Aurora was grateful. He listened to her lament on the idea of marrying someone she didn’t love with a gentle pat on the shoulder.

Once in a while, when she’d asked if there was a way out of the predicament, he’d comment. “We all have to do what is expected.” That, of course, didn’t help her feel any better.

This night, her father was much more interested in the lively conversation with the men in attendance on the expansion of the railroad toward the northwest. Her father was interjecting he’d known all along it would be a good investment eventually.

The damned railroad was the main reason Aurora found herself in the dreadful situation of marrying the stone-faced man whose calculating gaze met hers every so often. A constant reminder of what he’d told her to expect after the meal.

He demanded she allow him more access to her body. Not quite so far as to take her virginity, for he pronounced he’d not pursue full intimacy until after the wedding, but enough to satisfy him. Whatever that meant.

Although he was not unattractive, and power did add appeal to Milford Jameson, it was his demeanor that she found unpleasant. He rarely smiled and usually kept his eyes half-closed, as if bored. The sound of his voice irritated her so much.

When he spoke, instead of a deep masculine sound, it was shrill, a higher pitch than one would expect from a man. Silly things Aurora found annoying, probably because of the forced marriage to him.

She pushed food around on her plate. Her appetite had gone, once the reminder of Milford doing who-knew-what to her had struck. She slid a glance to her father and considered feigning illness.

Her plan was in place to leave Philadelphia. She’d stolen away items to a cousin’s house, one bag load at a time. Then, later, using the excuse of gifting Esther clothing, she’d taken dresses and shoes.

Thank God, she could rely on her wonderful cousin. Esther was a beautiful, vibrant woman who understood Aurora’s situation perfectly. Just seven years earlier, at the tender age of sixteen, her cousin was married to a much older man in her family’s effort to gain social standing.

The man had turned out to be a miserly sort who doled out just enough money to barely pay for necessities. As a result, although her sisters had gained invitations to social affairs, Esther had never set foot at a social event again. Her clothing became dull and old since her husband refused to pay for new items, claiming she already owned too many.

Thanks to Esther’s marriage, her family’s gain had been the demise of her otherwise happy life. In spite of her situation, Esther became industrious in finding ways around her husband’s stinginess and had developed beautiful soap making skills. The sales of her soaps brought her income, which she saved and used to purchase small necessities.

Aurora shivered at the thought that, although the Jamesons would most definitely ensure she maintained an up-to-date wardrobe, like Esther, she’d give up happiness in exchange for marriage.

The entire engagement had come to be quite unexpectedly, to Aurora, anyway. She’d been forced into the marriage when her father’s investment of the entire family fortune was lost on a railroad venture.

Now, just a few short months later, his investment had paid off. Her family was, once again, wealthy. However, it was too late for her. Afraid to lose social status, her parents could never request the retraction of the engagement.

Of course, the Jamesons had jumped at the opportunity to gain a title for their eldest son, Milford. He’d pronounced Aurora to be an attractive woman who’d fit perfectly in the role of his wife.

Role, indeed. She mentally kicked him under the table.

When Milford’s startled gaze met hers, she gasped. “Sorry, my leg cramped.” Aurora fought not to giggle at having actually kicked him.

“Are you unwell? You haven’t touched your food. Excited about something, perhaps?” His attempt at humor only made her want to throw up the little food she had eaten.

“I am a bit uneasy tonight. Something didn’t quite sit well with me,” Aurora replied with a pointed look, satisfied at noting the tight lines around her intended’s mouth.

“I’m sure you’ll feel better later.” He looked away, dismissing her for the moment.

Aurora looked around the table. With painted on smiles and nods at whatever boring drivel the person next to them said, it was evident the only person enjoying the evening was her father. The triumphant air at no longer being financially dependent on the Jamesons had him positively glowing.

She loved the often-distracted man like no one else. From his crooked spectacles to the unruly mop of hair and lopsided cravat, he never pretended to be anyone special. Yet, he had the title. It was the one thing every one of the pretentious people around the table coveted.

As the meal finally ended and people congregated in circles to drink and continue conversing, Aurora fortified herself for time alone with Milford.

“Oh my goodness!” someone cried out as her soon-to-be mother-in-law fell limp to the floor. The matriarch, who was not above theatrics to get attention or ensure there was some sort of talk of the dinner afterwards, lay on the thick carpet in a perfect pose. She ensured that her face was dramatically full of despair.

Milford, his brother, Earnest, and the husband rushed to her side as she lifted a hand to her brow.

“Darling, let us help you to the bedroom. You must have overtaxed yourself tonight,” Mr. Jameson exclaimed, his gaze meeting someone’s across the room. Aurora followed his line of sight.

Gertrude Mansfield, a woman Aurora heard was the man’s latest lover, stood there. The woman met his gaze and her lips curved as if holding back a secret while she watched the drama unfold.

Women cooed at Milford’s mother as he and his father helped her to the stairway. Not a second later, they moved away and reached for a fresh cocktail. It was well understood. They were to remain until Mr. Jameson returned to give an update on his wife’s health.

The conversation buzzed as Aurora moved closer to the patio doorway.

“I hope you are paying attention to your mother-in-law’s lessons on how to keep your social events forefront on society’s lips.” The woman, Gertrude, had come to stand next to her.

She was pretty in a no-nonsense sort of way. Her dark hair was pulled up allowing a tumble of curls to fall from its holdings. Gertrude rolled her eyes and curled her upper lip. “All she had to do was feign a headache and excuse herself if she was bored with our company. Of course, that would not have made for gossip fodder.”

“It does cut our evening short, which is distressful for some of the guests. This way, she cannot be blamed,” Aurora said immediately, regretting her slip. “However, I’m sure she overtaxed herself today.”

The woman smiled and Aurora immediately liked her. “Perhaps this is a good time for me to slip away. I find myself with a headache.”

Gertrude lifted an eyebrow. “I can certainly understand why.”

Not wanting to ponder what Gertrude knew, Aurora nodded and hurried away.

She went to her father, who stood next to doors leading outside to the gardens. “Enjoy the rest of your evening, Father. I’m going home. I have a headache.”

He looked around the room and huffed. “Quite so. I’ll join you.” He motioned for her mother, who shook her head. “Ah well, she’ll ride home with the Patterson’s, I’m sure, as she will remain until the end to ensure our hostess is not in grave danger of sudden death,” he mumbled. Aurora laughed, gaining astonished looks.

“Come, Father, before you get me in more trouble.”
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Two days later, Aurora rushed to her cousin Esther’s house. After ensuring she’d not been followed, she entered without knocking.

Her cousin had everything packed. “I’ve already asked for a coach to come. It should be here momentarily.” Her cousin wringed her hands and let out a long breath. “I hope no one arrives between now and then.” She went to the window and peered out.

“Stop it. You are making me even more nervous.” Aurora joined her at the window. “Oh look, there comes Lucille. Thank God.” Craning her neck, she was able to look to the opposite end of the street. “I don’t see the coach as yet.”

Lucille, smarter than Aurora, went to the back of the house instead of coming up the front steps. Moments later, after a hurried rap at the back door, she entered the kitchen where Aurora and Esther had rushed to.

The bright-eyed maid looked from one to the other. “My heart is about to beat right out of my chest!” Her usually slight Irish brogue became more pronounced as she continued. “I won’t be able to breathe properly until we’re on the train.”

Aurora grabbed Esther’s hand. “Tell me I’m not making a huge mistake.”

The hard knocks on the front door made all three of them jump. Finally, Esther, who’d paled, let out a breath. “The coach. It must be the coach. Let us hurry.”

Each woman, carrying satchels and several bags, hurried out to the coach. Esther’s one footman loaded Aurora’s trunk onto a rack on the back.

Without speaking, they settled into the plush seats, unwilling to peek out the window. Aurora prayed they’d make it onto the train without being stopped.

“I wish I had been brave enough to escape,” Esther confided as they rode in the carriage to the train station. “I was much too young and, admittedly, in awe of Jonathan,” she confessed, referring to her deceased husband.

“Definitely too young. Where could you have gone?” Aurora’s heart thudded against her breastbone so hard she wondered if it would burst. “I am wondering at the folly of my ways right now.”

Esther smiled broadly at her. “I envy you. Wilhelmina was right when she said, whether it is a good or bad decision, at least it’s done on your terms.”

The driver brought the carriage to a stop and, for a moment, Aurora almost demanded to go back. This had to be the most impulsive, irresponsible thing she’d ever done. What if it all backfired? It could be that her father was mistaken and had not gained the family fortune, plus more, back.

“Go. Be happy,” Esther said, her voice shaky with emotion. Her cousin hugged her tight. “Hurry.”

When the door was opened, she pulled her hood up to cover her hair. On unsteady legs, she disembarked, followed by a similarly cloaked Lucille.

Penn Station bustled with activity. Despite the anxiety of what she faced, the excitement of the long, upcoming journey filled her with anticipation.

Finally settled into the comfortable boxed car she’d purchased, Aurora sat back in the plush comfort of the bench and let out a breath. Lucille’s gaze went to the window. But like Aurora, she was not brave enough to peer out.

Aurora reached for her faithful friend’s hand. “Thank you, Lucille. We are about to go to a place neither of us would have ever dreamed of. Let’s pray this is what is intended for us.” As they nodded their heads, trembling hands joined, the train jostled and inched forward.

Whatever the future held, it could not be worse than marriage to a man who’d been so angry at her for leaving the dinner party, he’d actually yelled at her. The admonishment had been overly loud and frightening.

Without preamble, he’d pushed her bodice down and exposed her breasts. Disgusted, she remained frozen while Milford took to them like a babe to a mother’s teat. The entire time, Aurora was too stunned to think and not quite sure what all he did. Finally, his breathing hitched to an alarming crescendo and he shuddered.

The picture of when he’d finally lifted his face from between her breasts with mouth agape and nostrils flaring made her shudder each time she thought of it.

Whatever he’d done had settled him. He’d then kissed her and whispered breathlessly in her ear how much better it would be once they could fully consummate their union.

The thought sent a shiver down her back. Never will it happen, Milford Jameson. You won’t have me, nor will you have my father’s title.

Her father had been perplexed when she’d entered his study early that morning to inform him she was leaving. “I wasn’t aware you planned a trip to Montana to visit Wilhelmina,” he’d said to her, looking over his spectacles. “Will you return in time for the wedding?”

His gaze moved over from her to whatever he had been in the middle of writing. “Well, be careful then. Send a telegram to let us know you arrived safely.”

“Father.” She waited for him to meet her gaze. “I’ve decided not to get married. Will you please not tell mother?”

His brow crinkled and he lifted an ink-smudged hand to his chin. “She’ll, no doubt, notice your absence and become distressed.”

“I mean the part about me not marrying.”

“Oh, all right. I’ll see about putting that off for the time being.” He accepted her hug and kiss, then he smiled warmly at her. “You’ve always been an adventurous child, Aurora. Perhaps, after you get settled, I will travel there myself. I’ve always wanted to travel out west. And now I can travel in my investment.” He’d gotten up and opened the safe. After depositing a sack of money into her hand he’d hugged her. The awkward demonstration had melted Aurora’s heart.

“Be happy dear daughter.”

“It would make me very happy for you to visit. I will miss you so.” Before she could start blubbering and wake up the household, Aurora left swiftly.

Montana beckoned. A place Wilhelmina swore was beautiful beyond imagination.

The destination Aurora never imagined awaited.


Chapter Two


Evan Jones was not aware there had been a gunfight, yet the two bleeding men who’d arrived at his clinic seemed to have been caught in some sort of crossfire. Neither admitted to shooting at the other. Therefore, what had actually happened would remain a mystery unless they said more.

Sheriff Blake looked blandly from one to the other and then let out a breath. “Someone had a gun out. Otherwise neither of you would be bleeding like stuck pigs.”

“Ahhh!” The man on the bed screamed when Evan dug around for the bullet. He’d not administered any type of anesthetic since the sheriff insisted on interrogating them while he worked.

“Hand me the tray,” Evan instructed the lawman. Sheriff Blake reached for a small metal plate and placed it on the bed next to where he worked. “Bite down on this.” Evan shoved a worn leather piece between the man’s teeth. The bullet was quite deep and he was about to dig around nerves and such.

The unlucky patient squeezed his eyes shut and began shaking as sweat broke out on his brow. Finally, Evan’s long instrument hit metal and he pulled the bullet out slowly in order not to cause more damage.

The sheriff had moved on to the other man who was not as traumatically injured. The man’s gaze followed the approaching lawman and his eyes grew round. Evan cringed as the wounded man held a dirty hand over the wound on his shoulder. “Where is the cloth I gave you?” He called out. “Keep pressure on the wound with the cloth, not your nasty hand.”

The injured man ignored him and glowered at the sheriff. “Instead of wasting time in here, you need to be out there finding out who shot us.”

The sheriff shoved a clean cloth at the man. “Don’t go anywhere until I say so.” Blake gave Evan an annoyed look and stalked out.

If the men had shot at each other neither would admit it. They certainly didn’t want to spend time in jail with injuries. Besides, both had stern wives who’d not stand for such behavior. One of the men had been very public about how much his wife pestered him daily and deterred his ability to visit the saloon as much as he’d liked.

It had earned him a huge knot on the side of his head that he’d come to see Evan about.

Commotion broke out in the front room and his nurse’s shrill voice commanded whoever walked in where to carry their burden. Gladys had returned from errands just in time, it seemed.

The sheriff walked back into the room. “Another one shot. This one is unconscious. Looks bad.”

“Gladys, stitch this one up.” Evan motioned to the man he’d just pulled a bullet from. “I’ll go see about the new arrival.”

A bloody trail led from the door to a puddle on the floor under where the unconscious man now lay. Despite the large amount of blood loss, Evan hesitated for a moment and ascertained where to start his examination. It didn’t look good, there were several gunshot wounds. If the hapless man didn’t die from the injuries, he would soon from loss of blood.
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