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      Missouri, June 1884

      

      Cigar smoke and gaiety filled the saloon, but Drake Jaeger was too melancholy to enjoy the shindig. He was glad that the two families had put aside their differences for the sake of the newlyweds, but it also meant that he was, once again, a lone cowboy. He should be used to it by now—it was how he’d always lived—but something had changed during the past year. His previous way of life and employment as a gunman had lost its luster.

      The celebration marked the end of the range war between the Johnson and Wister families, although “war” was too strong a word in Drake’s opinion. It was more of a heated disagreement over a shared boundary line that had lasted several generations. Drake couldn’t complain. Even though he’d never had to draw his gun on either family recently, his fighting wages were bringing him one step closer to his dream.

      The hair on the back of his neck prickled. He was suddenly aware that someone was addressing him. “Good to see you, Drake.” Bowyer’s voice—one he’d never forget—was music to his ears, although he could count on one hand how many other people would be glad to see the other man.

      Bowyer slapped Drake on his back. “You’re one hell of a hard cowboy to find.”

      “Bowyer, good to see you. Have a seat.” Drake said with a smile as he kicked out the empty chair beside him. The man reeked of wealth and class. “What in hell are you doin’ in this part of the country?”

      Bowyer called out to a serving girl, “Two whiskies,” before easing into the chair beside Drake. “Had some business down in Texas. Heard you’d been keeping the peace in these parts.”

      “Yeah,” Drake chuckled. “As far as range wars go, this one has been tame, but best not mention that to the Johnson or Wister elders, or else they’ll be wanting to fight again.”

      The voluptuous serving girl placed the two whiskies on the table and gave Bowyer a seductive wink, clearly angling for a larger tip.

      “To the old days,” Bowyer lifted his glass, oblivious of the girl. Drake raised his whiskey as well, but had no intention of drinking it. He had no inclination toward alcohol—of becoming anything like his father.

      A comfortable silence passed between them. Drake studied the man seated beside him. It had been years since he had last seen Bowyer. Other than the strands of grey that streaked through his dark brown hair, Bowyer appeared not to have aged.

      Seventeen years ago, Drake’s sorrow over his mother dying had been compounded with humiliation after his father was arrested for public drunkenness, having shot up the sign outside the old trading post. At twelve, Drake was paralyzed with fear of the unknown. He knew how to hunt and shoot, but in his practically orphaned state, how was he supposed to survive on his own?

      In the early morning hours after his father’s unruly display, Drake sat slumped on the front steps outside the jail wondering what would become of him when Bowyer had approached.

      Bowyer said that he knew Drake’s folks and offered him a place to live while his father was in jail. Confused and dejected, Drake felt he had nowhere else to turn, and with some hesitation, he accepted.

      A week later, he became an orphan for real when his father, out of jail for no more than an hour, was killed in a saloon brawl. Bowyer could have turned Drake out, but he didn’t. Drake never understood why the man helped him, but he was grateful beyond measure. He never caused any trouble, did what Bowyer asked of him, worked hard, got an education, and tried to prove each and every day that he was better than his father.

      “It’s been a long time, Drake. Too long, if I’m honest.” Bowyer’s words broke through Drake’s distant thoughts.

      “It has been a long time,” he agreed with the powerful man. “Not that I wouldn’t like to catch up and all, but gotta know, why’ve you come looking for me?” He owed Bowyer his life, but it didn’t mean he trusted him. There’d always been something that lay beneath the surface that Drake could never quite fathom. Even now, his gut roiled, telling him not to trust a man who had come hundreds of miles across the country after more than ten years of not so much as a letter.

      Bowyer let out a hearty laugh and slapped his hand down on the table. “Never could pull anything past you.” His eyes shifted from side to side as if he was concerned someone might overhear him. He leaned in over the scuffed wood tabletop and lowered his voice. “I need you to find someone. My wife, to be exact.”

      Drake wasn’t aware Bowyer had even married. The older man always struck him as the sort to enjoy his women but not get leg-shackled. “Why does she need finding?”

      “She ran away about eighteen months ago and my men have not been able to track her down. That’s where you come in. The pay is good.” As if this information was enough to make him accept his offer. Bowyer leaned back in his chair, waiting for Drake to answer.

      The request did not surprise Drake, he’d often been asked to do things out of the norm. But this… “I’m not in the business of finding people’s wives.” He glanced about the room at the peaceful celebration. “Range wars and hunting down outlaws is more my kind of undertaking.”

      Bowyer leaned forward again with a sense of urgency in his voice. His hands gripped the edge of the table’s worn surface. “She is helpless and not right in the mind. I fear for her life. You’re my last resort.”

      It was hard to tell if it was an act, but Drake thought Bowyer seemed to care about his woman. And coming from a man like Bowyer, who only ever cared about money, that said a lot. Caring for a woman was a damn precious feeling.

      “Tell me about her.” Drake wouldn’t make up his mind until he had all the facts, or at least all that Bowyer was willing to reveal.

      Bowyer let out a loud sigh of relief, as if Drake’s question meant he’d accepted the job. “Anna is a sweet woman, but not capable of doing anything on her own. Her family kept her sheltered. When we married, I thought, with time, she would become more outgoing, more agreeable, but her fear of life and living only worsened. She was afraid to leave the house and kept no friends. Stayed mostly in her room.”

      “If she was afraid to leave the house, why did she run away?”

      Bowyer’s voice sounded defensive. “Like I said, she is not quite right in the head.” His gaze shifted from side to side, clearly avoiding eye contact, confirming Drake’s suspicions. He was set to decline the job when Bowyer offered the one thing he couldn’t resist.

      “I hear you’ve been looking for a parcel of land.” He eased back in his chair and fingered the edge of his moustache. “Find her by Christmas and my thousand-acre spread in Texas is yours.”

      Drake was speechless. His life’s dream and greatest desire was answered, just like that. It wasn’t often that he was stunned. It took several seconds to gather his wits. He didn’t trust Bowyer, but he’d learned well. He would make sure to get this agreement in writing before he undertook the job. Yeah, he’d do it. The offer was too good to pass up.

      “I need to know everything about her. What she looks like, what her interests are, the items she left with…everything.”

      Bowyer smiled. A cynical gleam flashed in his eyes for a quick second before it was masked behind a jovial façade.

      Drake felt as if he’d just made a deal with the devil.
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      Montana, December 1884

      

      Fog blanketed the landscape, lending an eerie quality that forewarned something dreadful was about to disrupt Michaela’s life yet again. It was a miserable day, plain and simple, and much too similar to the one when her mother had died. A rippling shiver ran down her spine that had nothing to do with the cold wind sweeping down from the north. In her soul she knew this was not a going to be a good day.

      She should’ve stayed in bed with the covers pulled over head, but the supplies Aunt Carol—as she liked to be referred to, regardless of a familial relationship or not—needed for the Lebkuchen had arrived at Nelson’s General Store yesterday, and Michaela was eager to get started on the holiday cookies. One quick stop, then she could head back to the ranch.

      The town was quiet, eerily quiet. Only a few people had dared to venture out on a day like today and were mingling about, drifting in and out of the misty haze. Nelson’s General Store was even quieter.

      “Good afternoon, Miss Akerman,” Mr. Nelson said with a wide, crooked smile. His voice resonated through the empty space.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Nelson. I’ve come to pick up the supplies Aunt Carol ordered for the Lebkuchen.”

      “Yes, of course, anything for Aunt Carol. Everything is here and ready to be loaded.” He flashed Michaela a toothy smile that made her insides recoil.

      Aunt Carol was known throughout these parts as a friendly sort, and although she had only one nephew, she insisted everyone called her “Aunt Carol”. Michaela often wondered if it was because the woman had no children of her own. Much to Michaela’s dismay, she feared her lot would probably turn out just the same.

      “I’ve been looking forward to the Strauss Christmas festival. It sure is a magical time. Hunt and Eva married Christmas last year. Perhaps there’ll be another wedding this year.” His hint was none too subtle. Ever since Michaela arrived in Cottonwood, Mr. Nelson had been trying to catch her eye. But being someone’s wife…again…was not appealing in the least.

      She tried hard not to roll her eyes. She must have refused Mr. Nelson’s advances at least a dozen times. He was persistent, she’d give him that.

      The door opened with a creak and a cold breeze whipped through the store, making Michaela shiver again. A little bell rang before being drowned out by Mrs. Bluitt’s voice. She was, without a doubt, the worst gossip in town.

      “…and Mabel Tuck said he was a gunman. Mayor Tuck was on the train with him. Tried to have a conversation, but he was not friendly at all.”

      “You don’t say.” Mrs. Burton hung on every word as if it were the most fascinating information she had ever heard.

      Michaela detested gossip. She’d learned long ago that it led to nothing but trouble. She didn’t have the time or patience for such people, and Mrs. Bluitt was the biggest leaky mouth of them all. These two ladies really were the worst thing about Cottonwood, but still far better than what she’d had to deal with in the past.

      “I saw him myself this morning over at Nancy’s restaurant. I don’t know about him being a gunman, but one thing is for certain—he’s a handsome devil.”

      Both ladies giggled, and then, as if just noticing Michaela, offered insincere half-smiles before finding something else to occupy their attention.

      Since arriving in Cottonwood, Michaela had steered clear of being social. She assumed the womenfolk thought her rude, but she didn’t care. She was not going to risk encountering one of Harold’s men.

      She turned her attention back to Mr. Nelson, who was smoothing his bushy moustache with two fingers. “I’ll have Davy load up the cart.” He looked as if he wanted to say something else, but Michaela was not going to give him the opportunity. She’d had enough of his attempts at trying to woo her. Be polite and leave as quickly as possible had become her motto since moving to here.

      “Thank you, Mr. Nelson. Aunt Carol is anxiously waiting for my return. I best be going.” She sputtered out the words as she backed up, trying to make a quick escape.

      She was in such a rush to get out of the store that she didn’t bother to look where she was going, colliding with a wall of warmth and leather.

      “Oh, pardon…” Her words died off as she turned around and gazed up at the most handsome face she’d ever seen. The temperature in the room rose several degrees. Her heart raced as the bedeviling stranger tipped the rim of his black Stetson.

      “Ma’am,” he said as he passed by her, never taking his grey-green eyes off her. She pulled her bonnet down more firmly on her head and swallowed hard, unable to mutter a single word.

      Hushed whispers and gasps circled around the Washburn Crosby Gold Medal Flour display. Mrs. Bluitt and Mrs. Burton’s whispers signaled they had moved in to get a better look at the stranger.

      Could this be the gunman Mrs. Bluitt had just been talking about? He definitely was not from Cottonwood, but then again, Michaela did not venture into town too often and would not know who was new or not.

      Without a second glance, she rushed out of the warm general store to where Davy was loading her waiting cart. The young lad glanced at her with red cheeks before speaking. “All ready, Miss Akerman. Give my regards to Aunt Carol.”

      “I will, Davy. Thank you.” She attempted to keep a polite tone despite the panic that was creeping up her body. She needed to get back to the safety of the ranch.

      Davy helped her onto the seat and handed her the reins. With a quick flick, the horses moved forward and headed for home.

      She chanced a look back at the store, hoping the stranger was not watching her, but luck was not on her side. He was watching her through the storefront window. Her insides flipped as their eyes met briefly. She looked away, focusing her gaze on the wide dirt road and lingering fog. Best to ignore him. He was clearly trouble, a possible gunman or not.

      She needed to remain cautious and stay away from town for many reasons—not the least of which was to avoid encountering that handsome stranger a second time.
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        * * *

      

      Drake was in a foul mood. There was no better way to put it. Never had one woman given him so much grief, and he hadn’t even met her yet. He’d discovered Bowyer was a common name in these parts, but after months of narrowing down the search, he believed he was finally on the trail that would lead him to Bowyer’s wife. He’d had a bit of luck in Helena, Montana. A woman fitting her description had been seen boarding a train heading to Garrison several months back. Between her distinct looks and the jewelry she’d pawned, Drake was certain he was hot on the trail of Mrs. Harold Bowyer.

      However, not only did the trail go cold in Garrison, his horse went lame. The local stable didn’t have a suitable mount and recommended a man in Cottonwood. That meant that Drake had to take the train. He detested railroad travel. He liked being in control of his journey, to determine the direction he travelled, and when he stopped or decided to push forward.

      Going by train meant he also might miss one of the small towns between Garrison and Cottonwood where Bowyer’s wife could be hiding out. Depending on what he discovered in Cottonwood, he would have to backtrack.

      Damn blasted waste of time.

      Since arriving in Cottonwood early that morning, he’d not been able to discover anything about the man who had horses for sale, and now he was stranded with no mount and no new leads on Anna Bowyer.

      This was not his day.

      After a quick meal near the train station at a local eatery called Nancy’s, he decided to take a look around in the hope of encountering someone with a loose tongue. Cottonwood was quiet and clean—not at all what he expected in a cattle town. He glanced down the boardwalk and noticed several horses tied to the hitching post outside the general store. He decided to pick up some supplies and then head on over to the hotel.

      The moment he walked through the door at Nelson’s General Store, he knew he was in trouble. Hushed whispers followed by giggles drifted over from behind a flour display. The next thing he knew, a petite woman in the ugliest bonnet he’d ever seen ran straight into him.

      “Oh, pardon…” Her words died off as large green eyes stared up at him in wonder.

      Drake tipped his hat but couldn’t take his own eyes off her. Something he’d never felt before stirred deep inside. She quickly brushed around him and scurried out of the door. He strolled to the window, feigning interest in one of the displays. He watched as the woman finished her business. Even in that ugly bonnet, she was a beautiful creature.

      He carried on watching as she glanced around, clearly as out of sorts as he was, when their eyes met once more. A few seconds later, she flicked the reins, and the cart rolled forward, pulled by two impressive horses. His gaze was still fixed on her as she drove down the road.

      If he’d had a horse, he’d have gone after her. It was not every day that a woman caught his attention. And that was some woman. As if hypnotized, he watched her grow smaller and smaller while he waited for the proprietor to finish with the other two ladies in the store.

      The bell jingled as the door opened, signaling a new customer and breaking the spell he was under.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Strauss,” the portly shopkeeper hollered. “You just missed Miss Akerman. She picked up Aunt Carol’s supplies.”

      “Figures.” The man referred to as Strauss surveyed Drake with suspicion.

      When Strauss turned to take his leave, Mr. Nelson called out, “You find someone to replace Mr. Walker yet?”

      “Not yet.”

      “One of them Bruce boys might be interested. A little young, though, to be workin’ with your spirited horses.”

      This must be the man Drake had heard about back in Garrison. He fitted the description; a head taller than most, well-built, brown hair, and a wary attitude toward newcomers.

      Finally, his luck might be changing.

      “You’re right about that. Tell him to come out to the ranch and we’ll find something else for him to do. Help is help.”

      Drake wasn’t prone to eavesdropping, except when it served his purpose, and boy, did this serve his purpose. He followed the man outside of the store.

      “Pardon me, Mr. Strauss?”

      The tall, broad-shouldered man turned around, his long, leather jacket flapping in the wind. “Yes.” His tone was firm and cautious.

      Drake was used to confrontations, but there was no hint of disdain or anger in this man’s stance.

      “I couldn’t help but overhear something about spirited horses. My horse went lame back in Garrison. I arrived by train this morning, and I’m in need of a new ride.”

      Mr. Strauss eyed him up and down, clearly assessing whether he believed his story.

      Drake was a lot of things, but he was not a liar. If he couldn’t tell the truth, he kept his mouth shut.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Drake Jaeger. Everyone calls me Drake.” His father had been Mr. Jaeger, but he did not want to remember him or be associated with the man.

      “Why don’t you come ‘round the ranch tomorrow, Drake. Two o’clock. Down the road about five miles. Can’t miss it.”

      “Tomorrow at two.” After months of searching every cow town with a building in his hunt for Mrs. Bowyer, this had to be one of the longest conversations Drake had had in quite some time. He tipped his hat and strolled off in the opposite direction.

      Damn, it looked like he was stuck in Cottonwood for the time being. Might as well make the most of it.

      Within half an hour, he had a room at the McBurney Hotel. The clerk at the front desk felt compelled to inform him that the McBurney was the newest in town. Drake refrained from mentioning that it was the only hotel in town. He didn’t know how long he would be stuck here and didn’t want to make enemies. He had enough of those across the country to last more than a lifetime.

      After a decent rest—the bed was new and firm—he was ready to explore the cattle town. He still needed to discover if Mrs. Bowyer had passed this way, and he was curious about the woman he met earlier. At least he had a name—Miss Akerman—to go with those pretty red curls that were hidden under that atrocious bonnet. He’d already been on the lookout for red hair, but this young miss didn’t fit the description. Too plain. No jewels. She seemed to belong on a ranch, not in Chicago.

      With his mind on finding Mrs. Bowyer, he figured what better place to get the answers he needed than at the social center of every town: the saloon. There were several to choose from, but he decided on the busiest, most prosperous-looking. Better to blend in than stick out like a wolf amongst sheep.

      Kelley’s Saloon was a large establishment, complete with stage and evening entertainment of the finest quality, or so the sign said. Drake sauntered into the musky, smoke-filled space. Even at the early hour, the place reeked. He detested cigar smoke, almost as much as he detested drinking.
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