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A cowboy loving an Indian— an inconceivable thought to an 1898 Oklahoma man. But when a ranch hand falls through a time travel portal and lands in an Indian’s backyard, she battles her pride to help him while he battles his prejudice about being in an interracial relationship.
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Having a friend in the quantum physics field makes Anya Littlefeather slightly more receptive to Cody Bell’s claim that his horse tossed him from 1898 into her backyard of 2013. He certainly seems to be an honest-to-God— albeit prejudiced— handsome cowboy who is utterly surprised by the established neighborhood where he claims his family farm once stood.  He’s a drifter, and Anya has too many abandonment issues with men to even consider dating someone who already breaks two of her four relationship requirements. This frees Anya to help Cody as one human does another, and not worry about the possibility of dating. 

Cody had been racing home with medicine to save his niece’s life when his horse tossed him into this magical place. This Indian squaw confuses him, for she doesn’t act the way his grandfather spoke of them during the Indian/Settler Wars, and she’s courteous and helpful and respects him as a man. Her offer to help get him home seems genuine, and he fears every day spent in this amazing land jeopardizes the life of his beloved niece. The last woman he loved died, and that scar makes him hesitant to love again, regardless of his attraction.

As the time draws near for the next portal to open, Cody has to decide whether to go save the life of the last of his family, or stay here and start a new one. Anya has to either add one more abandonment issue to her list when he goes home, or ask Cody to let his niece perish and stay with her forever. 
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If Cody could make it back in fifteen minutes, he could save her life.

The sun bore down hot on the Oklahoma earth, and his horse’s hooves jarred his teeth with the impact. It hadn’t rained in three weeks, and by glancing behind himself, Cody could see a cloud of dust a mile long denoting his passage across the ranch lands.

A snort of pleasure preceded Sultan’s mane toss, and Cody knew how much his horse loved a fast run. Today, though, was not for pleasure. He patted the shirt pocket under his linen vest, ensuring the vial was still there, wrapped in his red bandana. The apothecary had hastened to make the powder while Cody waited, and although he promised it would work, Cody was still not sure the conglomeration inside the tiny vial would reverse the disease.

Little Annabel Lee was all that was left of his brother’s family.

He tugged the reins and leaned left as they breached the old oak tree, and Sultan responded by veering that way, his hooves sending a spray of dust and stone as they maneuvered the ninety-degree angle at a gallop.  Next would be a right at the split, and Cody thought to take the deer trail and cut across the frontier. The path could be navigated by horse, but not cart. He guided Sultan right at the fork and then leaned forward up the sharp incline, Sultan’s muscles straining under the hard leather saddle as he willingly clambered up the slope.

Two strides later had them flying across the scrub land towards his old home.

He pulled out his fob. Five minutes left.  He kicked Sultan’s sides, urging his steed to greater strides. Sultan responded with the vigor of a horse half his age, and he gave another brief prayer of thanks to his brother for purchasing this fine Morgan just prior to his untimely death.

Young Annabel Lee missed her father terribly.

Her parents’ plots remained on the farthest side of their family’s ranch.

The pastor had advised Cody to loosen the soil beside Catherine’s and Benjamin’s graves, just in case the cough progressed.

His parent’s ranch house came into view, and he noted their cart was still gone. They probably stayed in town, sending a telegraph to the city, looking for a more prominent physician, although Cody’s fast horse would have beaten them back here anyway. Cody leaned lower over the black mane, noting the sweaty froth gathering on his horse’s reddish-brown neck. Sultan would need a good rubdown from this exertion. But Annabel Lee came first.

The rough-hewn brown ranch house was silent. The chickens made no noise. The goats looked toward the house, contemplative in their cud-chewing. Even the wind had stilled. Chill bumps raced his arms despite the heat. He choked down the lump in his throat and kicked Sultan once more, not yet willing to concede defeat.

And then, a giant flat ball of fire appeared before his eyes, large and looming, with an ominous black center rimmed with flame. It was too late to stop, too late to turn. Sultan balked, and the last thing Cody remembered was flying straight towards his death.

Chapter 1
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The lightning flash came from a perfectly clear sky. Anya took her feet off the wicker coffee table and sat up at the same moment Atom raised his head. Her dog got up and trotted to the sliding glass doors overlooking the shared inner meadow of her neighborhood. She watched his head drop, and thought she heard a low growl.

She lowered her cup of coffee, watching the unread morning edition slide from her lap to the porch floor. “What is it, little brother?” It was funny, really, but since she’d been single the last six months, her perception of the world seemed to have changed a bit, as if her true roots attempted to attract her attention. She took a moment to collect her drying hair from her shoulders, noting the giant wet spot on her t-shirt from her morning shower. Beautiful mornings like this made her enjoy air-drying on the back porch, listening to the day wake up around her.

Her large shaggy brown mutt looked up at her with expressive eyes, then bumped the glass with his nose. 

“Okay, let me get my shoes.” She put down her cup of fuel and donned her sneakers and slid open the door, pointing to her side. Atom trotted along at her hip, looking where the lightning had flashed, a whisper of smoke curling an orange ribbon toward the sky.

Anya frowned. Orange smoke. Omen that things were not as they appeared. 

Atom whined, then made a half-growl. She didn’t like that. Growls were bites that hadn’t happened yet, and her dog was obedient. Her friend. Her little brother. Summoning anger, she glanced at him, and he sensed her energy and settled. Like her people, Anya Littlefeather tried using the energy of the world to understand and communicate with those around her.

She noticed the large lump in the middle of the charred area and halted. Her dog stopped, looked up at her, then sat down the way he was taught, but Anya didn’t miss his twitching nose as he stretched forward to catch the scent.

It looked like a pile of clothes.

She noticed Atom twisting his head to look up at her, and she met his eyes. Eagerness to investigate radiated from him, and she nodded. “Go check it out.”

She felt cowardly, but Atom’s genes were riddled with terrier, and there was nothing he liked better than to work solo. 

Resourceful, that one.

Better than her, she had to admit.

Although Atom made a beeline for the lump, he paused, then circled twice, his eyes never leaving the object. She smiled as she watched him next run sideways around it, nose in, stiff tail out. Then he stopped and lowered his head, cautiously approaching as she walked up behind him.

His shaggy rump blocked her view, but Atom grabbed something in his teeth and tugged, and she noticed a heeled boot peeking out from underneath jeans and... chaps?

She stood beside her dog, and Atom moved to the other side, reaching for another limb.

It was a man. Atom nosed the arm he had just pulled out, then moved in to lick the man’s cheek.

“Atom,” she chastised, her shock evident in her tone. Anya couldn’t believe it; her dog hated men. Probably a residual he learned from her.

The man’s clothes were dusty, and he looked like he just stepped out of a John Wayne movie. He wore leather cowboy boots, and gleaming short spurs graced the heels. Denim jeans under supple dark brown leather chaps draped his legs. Cinnabar sleeves covered his arms, and a tan linen vest with mother-of-pearl buttons had been layered over that. A thick, light-gray felt Stetson hat with a black band rested atop his head, askew and covering his face. 

She felt like a voyeur; she hadn’t even checked on his health. He lay on his left shoulder, arm cocked under his jaw, right arm lying at an odd angle thanks to Atom’s tugging. Black stubble dotted his chin.  “Hey, you okay?” When nothing happened, she grabbed his right shoulder and shook him. “You okay? Hello?”

He didn’t move, but his arm did, and she noted a thick belt, darker than his chaps, with a matching holster holding a gun. She tugged it out, not wishing to be unarmed. The pistol felt strange in her hands, heavy and odd. It looked like an old six-shooter, highly ornamented and silver, with what looked to be a horn grip. She doubted it was ivory, but elk horn would not be uncommon in these parts. Anya rolled out the cylinder and noted the golden disks in each chamber; she tipped the bullets into her hand and tucked them into her shorts pocket. No sense being stupid in the face of possible danger.

Her dog seemed more concerned than nervous, so Anya took her cue from him. She leaned down and rolled him to his back. “You alive there?” 

His hat flopped off and rolled to the ground, giving her a good look at his face. Thick black lashes and dark brows arched across his wide forehead. Sweat plastered his black hair to his skin, and a thin red line crossed his brow, demarking where his hat always remained. His straight nose and full lips were covered in dirt, and small clumps of it nestled into his stubble. His hands were long and tanned and calloused, and she wondered over that.

He had to be an actor, but why here? How’d he get this far from the city? And why would there be a cowboy reenactment on the 4th of July? And then she pondered: what actor’s hands were so work-worn?

She looked around to the neighboring houses, but no one was home. Being the holiday, she was not surprised. Most of her neighbors had real cottages— on actual water— or at least kids, and spent the holiday anywhere but here. And being a weekend, she kind of had the place to herself.

Which would have been great, had a stranger not gotten struck by lightning in her own backyard.

Odd, since she had been gazing peacefully across the common lawn-that-was-supposed-to-be-the-pond-that-she-and-her-neighbors-were-promised all morning, watching a rare pronghorn antelope grazing at the edge of the field, and had not seen him. 

Neither had the antelope.

A deep breath and low moan preceded the man’s movement. He groaned, grabbed his forehead, then looked up and met her eyes. His were green. Crystalline, clear, bright, perfect green. He scanned her, and she felt her skin flush under his warm regard. “I’ve no coin.”

Odd statement, that, but she liked the sound of his voice. Smooth. Sultry.  He had that deep accent that one would expect in Oklahoma, but his words kind of rolled off his tongue. “Um, okay.”

He frowned at her and came slowly to his feet, hands out to show he meant no harm. But then he braced his hands on his knees and leaned forward, head down. She watched him take a deep breath and ease into a stand.

He was a nice height. Not too tall, not too thin or lanky. He looked solid, like he worked for a living. She tried not to smirk with her rueful turn of thoughts. He inspected his limbs, brushed off his vest, and his hand went automatically to his holster.

His eyes flew to hers, and she felt his anger— actually felt it— before it reached his orbs. He placed out his hand, palm up, fingers wagging to her.

She crossed her arms and cocked out her hip, shaking her head at him, liking that she was able to read people so easily now that her Native roots surfaced after twenty-eight years of dormancy. “Why are you packing heat in town?”

His hand lowered. “You speak English.”

She didn’t know what other language she was supposed to speak. “Yuh.”

He regarded her. “Does that mean yes? Can’t say as I know your version of English.”

So she dangled the gun from her pinky finger by its guard. “I asked: Why you are carrying this into town?”

“My gun never leaves my hip.”

No one carried their pistol in public, at least, not like this. “Are you for real?”

Now his look seemed to mimic hers. “Again, I do not understand your English.”

Anya figured he was either a really good method actor or came from another country, learning to speak English there. “It’s slang. Modern speech. Each generation comes up with terms and modes of speaking that prior generations did not have or use or understand.”

He scoffed, “You asked if I’m real. Ma’am, plain as I stand before you, you see I am no phantom.” A cloud of dust poofed from his buttocks as he brushed himself off. “Now, I don’t wish to be rude, but I’m not familiar with this here town.” She watched him scan the nearby houses, then the sky. “I must be off. Do you know where the Bell ranch is, or how to get there? And have you seen my horse? A fine bay Morgan. He tossed me. Where in God’s green acres am I?”

“Ranch? There are no ranches here.”

He seemed genuinely confused as he looked at her. “I had just crested the hill and was within view of it. I was near enough to smell the morning’s bacon on the fry.” He frowned and rubbed his brow, saw his hat and stooped to collect it. She noticed it fit quite nicely atop his head, with three different silver badges pinned to the band. “And then this... I don’t know... giant black ball, or fire, appeared before me. Sultan bucked me off, and I flew right into it.”

Her friend Marcy would say this man entered some kind of time/space portal.

Anya figured he’d sipped from one too many saloons.

To humor herself, she thought back to the history of the area. This had been ranch country, mining country, but that was a century ago. Ranches had dotted every square mile, until diphtheria, small pox, and tuberculosis wiped out most of the citizens. The legend of a Native cursing the land and damning the white settlers to a fiery hell took care of the rest.

Because of its sordid past, it sat vacant for seventy years, until a developer bought up the land and started building. She suppressed a growl that the developer had been suddenly blocked by their corrupt government— the hated Skinner family. First the ponds had been blocked, and then the whole project shut down, leaving seventeen homes unfinished on the last two streets.

Anya was lucky that hers only needed light fixtures installed when she moved in. 

She scrutinized him while he looked around, studying the landscape. She watched him squint and peer at the houses, like they were odd to him. His chaps gleamed on the insides of his thighs from being rubbed to a polish from all the riding. One sole looked to be peeling away from the boot, and the bottoms of his jeans were splattered with dried mud, which matched the dirt she had seen along the band of his hat. Damned if he didn’t look like a working cowboy.

Perhaps her newly-discovered ancestors guided her thoughts, for she couldn’t believe the next words out of her mouth: “What year is it?”

He seemed shocked, but he looked her up and down again, and she got the distinct impression he liked looking at her legs. “1898.”

This was going to be a hell of a long day. 

Chapter 2
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[image: image]


The savage before him was unlike any he had met. She dressed like a city harlot, but most Injun squaws never mingled with the city men, and her demeanor certainly told him his advances would be unwelcomed. Injun squaws walked well behind their braves, speaking little to others. This one was bold, brazen even, challenging him with her eyes. 

Perhaps a white man had killed her warrior lover. Her hostility was evident.

He saw evidence of white man in her, though, for her features were softer, her color lighter, but her long, wet, straight, black hair and skin color told him that no tan gave her that red hide. He wondered if perhaps her mother had been taken hostage, her white father being their captor. Not unlike the slaves of his father’s and grandfather’s times. But, he could not decide her tribe. Although he lived in Apache country, her features did not match any of those tribes that he knew. He had heard of Pueblo and Cherokee Indians, though, and wondered of her origin.

He had to stop looking at her legs, despite how prominently she displayed all her limbs. It would be his luck that her father was Chief, and although he had not heard of a scalping in his or his father’s lifetime, for him, he feared, an exception would be made.

Her eyes were dark and pretty and made darker with makeup, and he liked her lips. He tore his gaze down to her shaggy brown dog, who circled at his feet. He offered his fingers and was rewarded with a lick. 

Her question regarding the year confused him. “Why do you ask?”

Her eyes narrowed in scrutiny. “Are you sure it’s 1898?”

“Of course. I just read the newspaper while I waited for the apoth—” he patted his shirt pocket and felt the vial there.  Needing to be sure, he pulled out the bandana and unrolled it with extreme care, finding his expensive medicine bottle intact. He released a giant breath. “The apothecary to make this.” He held his seven-dollar purchase up for her to see. “I need to get this to Annabel Lee.” He felt his eyes turn pleading. “She’s dying. I have to save her.”

The savage held his eyes, studying him. He had heard they could read minds, and he kept his niece’s illness in the forefront, should rumors be true. Perhaps it worked, for she lowered the pistol, tucking it under her armpit and indicated one of the nearby houses with her chin. “Follow me.” He rewrapped the medicine and tucked it back into his pocket.

They crossed the neatly cropped grass, and he marveled at the even rows crisscrossing the expanse of it. She and her dog led him to a wooden home with a screened back porch, up the steps and slid an enormous window open and stepped through. He stopped when he noticed the entire wall held large windows and turned to admire the view.

“The rising sun must be lovely from here.”

“It is.” She seemed to evaluate him on that comment but led him into her house. “Close the door, please.”

He looked around. “Do you live here?”

“Nope, just thought I would break in.” She eyed him. “Of course I live here, why?”

He scanned the room, noting the smooth plastered walls, the silk curtains, the paintings. “It’s just so... permanent. I thought your type would prefer tepees or huts.”

“You’re kidding, right?” She rolled her eyes. “Just shut the door, okay?”

He looked at the giant window and found a place for his fingers, noted the track on the floor, and watched as it slid shut with a snick sound.  He turned and scanned the room. A couch, different from any he had seen, with a material he couldn’t identify, faced the door. A wooden chair, the type he usually made, was near the lit fireplace, and a cane-bottom chair was on the other side. Multiple towers of books lined the floors, reminding him of the postcard he had once seen of the New York City skyline. He looked up and marveled that the light overhead held no flames, only light bulbs, but shaped in a strange curling fashion. 

He watched as the woman pointed a silver object at the fire, and the flames disappeared.

He backed up, suddenly fearful. “Are you a shaman?”

His question clearly shocked her. “What?”

He looked from her hand to the fireplace, and she spared a small laugh. “It’s gas.” She pointed the object at the fireplace again, showed him how she pushed a button, and the flames appeared, then she indicated her thumb pushing the button again, and the flames vanished.

“Like the street lights.” He put out his hand, and she obliged him with one more demonstration before setting it down with finality. He understood by her motions that he was not to touch it.

“What’s your name, cowboy?”

“Cody. Cody Bell.”

“Anya. Littlefeather. You hungry?”

“Ma’am?”

She faced him again, and he saw the flash of his pistol still dangling from her hand. “If you’re really from 1898, then you haven’t eaten in, like, a hundred years. You must be hungry.”

Her words took a minute to register as he stared at her. “What year is this?”

“2015.”

“You lie.”

She met his eyes. “Do I?”

He had to admit he had never seen a home like this one. Perhaps she was a shaman and preferred to lead him astray. “I need to get back. If you can just point me toward Pinkerton’s Pimples, I’ll be on my way.”

She sighed and walked over to the couch to sit, picking up a black item and opening it like a book to sit on her lap, one side upright as she stared at it. Light spilled from it, and he watched her fingers dance over what looked like typewriter keys on the bottom half.

“Alright, so, where are you from?”

“Well, Pinkerton’s Pimples are the nearest landmarks.”

A look of disbelief filled her features. “You’re kidding. Who named it that?”

He felt half his mouth curl with the story. “Well, rumor has it that the youngest Pinkerton hid in those hills and caught himself a highwayman worth a mighty fine bounty. Town thought to name it in his honor... well, except for the ‘pimple’ part. He was none too keen on that.”

She chuckled, her fingers typing away. “That’s Pinkerton, like the security company?”

At least she knew of them. “More like detectives. They always get their man.”

He watched letters appearing, then maps and pages seemed to pop before his eyes and disappear with magical ability. “Well, that’s right here, in Destino, Oklahoma. Or was, according to Google. Look.” 

“Destino?” Confusion made him rub his brow. “The nearest town is Broken Bow.”

“Yeah, they changed the town name about thirty years ago.” She pointed to a map that he recognized, and as her fingers touched something, the map grew larger and larger in size.

“What witchery is this?”

“Electricity. The Internet.” She looked up at him, and though she appeared rueful, he sensed she meant him no harm. “Anything you want to know, you can pretty much find online. Please don’t ask me explain that.” She looked up. “You know what a library is, right?”

He nodded once. “To borrow books.”

She nodded as well. “If you go there, they will do the same thing for you. It’s research. Global research.” 

She pointed to some pictures, and he recognized a few photographs. “That’s the mayor’s house. And the church. I was to be married there.”

She glanced at him, and he did sense her anger when she snipped, “Ran away?”

It still hurt, even three years later. He managed to shake his head once to negate her assumptions. “Grace died of influenza ten days before the wedding. My brother Ben just died from an accident. Now, little Annabel Lee is on her deathbed, and I need to save her.”

“Your daughter?”

“My niece.”

She seemed rueful as she asked, “Didn’t think people actually did that anymore— take care of their own flesh and blood.”

That felt like a slap to the face, and he crushed his anger before he insulted his hostess. “Of course we take care of family. She’s living with my folks while I earn the money.” And if this really was the future, he wanted no part of a time that abandoned their own kin.

Those dark lashes swept down, and he watched her type and touch a small smooth box on her lap, tapping it occasionally before typing away again. 

“I don’t know what to tell you, Cody. I’d have to do more research, but that ranch is long gone. It’s been over a hundred years. Annabel Lee either succumbed to her illness or lived her life and died of old age. How old was she?”

“Not was. She is eight.”

She looked up. “If she was eight in 1898, then she would be....”

Figures were easy for him. “One hundred twenty-five.” The last number trailed from his lips, not from confusion, but from disbelief. 

That seemed to impress her, for she crooked a smile at him. “Fast math.”

“Numbers are easy for me.”

“One twenty-five. You should understand how unlikely this is.”

Their eyes held, and he sensed she wanted to help him but did not know how. 

After a moment she stood, dangled his pistol from two fingers and said, “I’m going to lock this up for now while we figure how to get you home. You’ll get it back when I know you aren’t going to shoot me.”  He watched her kneel before a large black safe, spin the dial, and lock his pistol and bullets away from him.

He had no response, so he glared at her safe. “That was my father’s. I’m not happy about this.”

“Look,” she faced him, and that hip jutted out again. “Women just don’t let strange men into their homes these days, okay? If I didn’t have Atom here to protect me, you’d still be rolling around on the ground out there. And walking around with a pistol like that is going to get you arrested, or worse, shot. Do you even have a permit for it?”

“Permit?”

“Thank you for proving my point.” She turned and walked into a room with a table and chairs, and he understood by the stove it was the kitchen, but watched as she washed out a glass item with water from a spout that required no pumping. As she filled it she asked, “Can I assume you drink coffee?”

“I do.” He stepped nearer to watch, and she darted a gaze to him. She must have sensed his curiosity, and that he meant no harm, for she systematically moved through a routine that ended with the aromatic black liquid dripping into the glass container she had just washed.  “Bacon? Eggs? Toast?”

He removed his hat, feeling suddenly awkward and knowing he was completely out of place. “I don’t wish to impose.”

He thought she smiled at him as she looked from his eyes to his hat, then she pointed to the wall.  “There are hooks by the door.”

“Thank you.” The dog, Adam, sat just beyond the doorway to the kitchen, watching him. Cody had the distinct impression the dog was not allowed underfoot, and he cast an intrigued glance at the woman therein. He had not thought savages to be so good to their beasts, yet this dog watched her raptly and listened to her every word. 

Cody walked over to the hooks, noting how the hardwoods changed to slate tiles. He passed a tiny room with a strange white water-filled chair and knew he would ask about that later. A hall mirror showed him to be unkempt; he smoothed out his hair and straightened his collar. He came back and asked, “Ma’am? Is there a wash-basin I can clean up?”

“Bathroom’s right there. You just walked by it.”

Again, she must have sensed his confusion, for she led him to the door and pointed. 

He looked up and held her eyes. 

“You really don’t know, do you.” It wasn’t really a question, and he hated feeling stupid. “All right, twenty-first century crash course 101. This is a sink.” She pointed to the vanity with a basin on top, turning the knobs. “Hot water is the left, cold is the right.” Water sluiced from the spout, and he ran his fingers under it. “It takes a few minutes for the hot water to get here, so just be patient.  Soap is available in liquid form and comes out of this when you press the top.” She touched a small container that was transparent but not made of glass. 

He lifted the item and tapped it. “I know what liquid soap is, but what is this made of?”

“Plastic.” 

“Plastic?” He had never heard of it.

She nodded. “First became popular in the fifties.” She met his eyes. “That is, 1950. Cheap, breaks easily, never decomposes so the landfills are teeming with it. But, when you live on a budget, you learn to compromise quality.”

He sensed she was trying to make a point, but did not know how to respond.

“This,” she pointed to the water-filled seat, “is the most important lesson you will ever learn. This is indoor plumbing. The, um, outhouse.”

Only the rich had indoor plumbing— at  least, in this part of the country. Newly intrigued, he held her eyes.  

“Now,” she leaned forward, “if you are standing, always lift the seat. When you are done, always lower the seat. Do you understand?” She raised it and lowered it to drive home her point.

He felt himself blush that a woman would be so blunt about so private a matter, but he nodded nonetheless. “Yes’m.”

“Push this lever down when you are done, and everything inside disappears. Neat parlor trick. Toilet paper is here, for, um, cleaning purposes.” She did avoid his eyes on that one, and he realized she was not so brave as she let on. He liked that.

“Are you familiar with electricity?”

He spared a curt nod. “Some, yes. I’ve seen it in town. Incandescent lights that come on with a push of a button, and then go off when you push another button. And the buttons are at the doorways, so you have light before you even enter the room. Some of the new stores in town are being built with it as we speak.” 

“In 1898?”

He moved back. “Yes.”

She noticed his action, and her voice softened. “All houses have them now. Everything is electronic. Do you know cars? Horseless carriages?”

“Automobiles?”

She smiled then, and he noticed exactly how pretty she was when she smiled. “Yes. Most people have them now, to drive, to get to work.”

“No one ranches?”

She shrugged. “Some people have farms, but it’s a hobby, not for living. Most of our food comes from stores now, grocers. Markets. China.”

“China?”

“You’d be surprised.”

“That makes no sense.” The cities bustled with railroads. “Anyone needing work could find it as long as the rail was nearby. The railroads bring everything we need across country.”

“And corporations bring it first from overseas. This country is a quagmire. The only things we make anymore are drugs and criminals.”

He studied her then, really studied her. She seemed to be unhappy with her life, and he wondered if there was something he could do to ease her burden. 

She was kind enough, after all, to take him in.

She kind of huffed then and stated, “I’m hungry. I’ll catch you up to speed over breakfast.” She headed toward the kitchen, and he paused at the dog. 

“Do you have any idea how I’m going to get home?”

Anya looked up at him again, and he sensed her pause. “I have a good friend in Austin I can call. She’s been working in a lab on some quantum physics stuff. She might know about this kind of time travel anomaly.”

“Austin?” He felt his shoulders drop and he turned away. “That’s a two-week ride.”

“More like a three-dollar phone call.”

He had three dollars on him, and felt excited at the opportunity, despite the expense. “I used a telephone once. It was amazing to hear someone so far away. Does she have one?”

“Everyone has a telephone.” She grinned again and opened a large white cupboard, pulling out what looked to be food, but in odd forms. A scallop-bottomed box held eggs, strips of bacon were in that material he assumed was plastic, and he recognized the loaf of bread in a similar clear sleeve.

She pointed to a white square item on the counter. “That’s a toaster. Can you please put a slice of bread in each slot?”

“Sure.” He had little experience in the kitchen, but wanted to help. “Where’s your knife?”

“What for?”

“To slice the bread.”

She grinned at him. “This is gonna be fun.”

Chapter 3

––––––––
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Okay, so maybe “fun” wasn’t the best word to describe what her day would entail, but if the gods had to drop a male from the heavens, they certainly had some fine taste. His jaw tapered in almost a heart-shape to a tiny cleft on his chin, and those thick brows made his green eyes almost piercing. She found herself catching her breath three times so far this morning when his eyes met hers, and for the first time she found herself not hating men as vehemently as she had for half a year.

Her eyes trailed to the v in his shirt, noting a chest devoid of lots of hair. Being part Indian, she had little body hair and seemed to prefer it on her men as well, especially after Tony.

Cody’s lips looked divinely kissable.

She cleared her throat and jammed her fork into her scrambled eggs. More than likely the guy was struck by lightning in town, then wandered here, delusional, and was struck by lightning again.

From a clear blue sky. Twice.

It all kept coming back to that wide blue expanse.

“So, Cody Bell, how old are you?”

He finished chewing his piece of toast before he answered, “Twenty six winters, ma’am.”  

Good. He was younger than her by almost two years. “You can stop with the ma’am. Anya works for me.” 

He seemed uncomfortable, and she noticed him shifting. “Just figured I ought to be more deferential, being in an Injun’s house and all. Who owns this home? You win it in a bet?”

“No, I own it. You can’t just ‘win’ a home. Why?” She leaned back to study him, curious of his viewpoint.

His face sort of darkened. “It’s just, where I come from, Injuns don’t own homes like these.”

If he was sticking to character, she was sorely tempted to hold up her end of the bargain and go shopping for a tomahawk on eBay. “Well, Cody, I’m barely one-third ‘Injun,’ and as long as I work for Lindfield and Associates, I can keep this little micro-home and call it a day.” 

He picked up his bacon strip and popped it into his mouth. She watched the muscles on his jaw move and flex in time to his chewing, intrigued. “The only squaws I’ve seen usually carry their wares to town and wait while their braves trade or sell. They almost never speak with whites, unless they’re being traded off or sold. 

“I’ve even seen them in their seasonal procession a few times. The squaws usually drag their homes behind them on their horses while the braves guard them. Then they build mud huts or pitch their tepees when they find a place to settle. Nothing really meant to last, like this.”

He looked around at her home, and she knew it was pretty Spartan. And tiny. Most of her furniture was free off the internet or cheap from garage sales, born of necessity after Tony up and left her. Nothing matched, and she was actually okay with that. No contest now to keep up with the Joneses, no one to impress. Perhaps her nomadic nature permeated her living space, or perhaps it was just because deep down she hoped something better would come along, and then she could leave everything here behind and only be out a total of ninety-seven bucks in goods. 

Living large on a single salary.

Yee-haw.

The only things she would take would be her dog and the hard wooden chair her dad gave her. It was an antique and from his mother. He had wanted it to stay in the family, and though he had left her and her mother and brother for another woman, she had kept it as a reminder of happier days.

Her mother had refused to sit in it, or even acknowledge it, the last time she had visited.

Overlooking her coffee cup, Anya asked, “So, what does one do for a living in 1898?” 

He met her eyes, and she noticed his plate was empty. That boy could eat, that was for sure. “Well, lots of things. All the people in town have shops, like the bakery and the general store, and the livery has hands to collect horses while you visit. There’s a barkeep at every saloon, and ladies of the night, and dealers man the game tables.”

“What do you do to earn your keep?”

“I help my parents on the farm. Sell the produce. Fix things for people. Help out on the railroad. Mostly I fix things. I’m good with my hands.”

“Do you own your own store? A repair shop?”

He seemed confused at that. “No ma’am. I wait in the saloon, and people come hire me.”

A drunkard, and barely employed. Even better. “Railroad?” Their railroad didn’t even stop here.

“Yes’m.  The railroad employs lots of people, with the running of the rails and the stocking of it, and waiters, all the way down to the track layers and blasters. Every stop creates a small town, or at least a hotel with a saloon and a general store.”

She always suspected, but she liked the visual he painted. “Are the saloons like they depict in the movies?”

He tipped his coffee mug, saw it was empty, and went to set it down as he frowned at her. “What’s a movie?” She had hoped to slip that one in there, see if she caught him in a lie, but Cody stayed true to 1898. 

She replied, “Moving pictures.”

His eyes lit up, and she liked how the excitement looked on him. “Oh, I saw moving pictures once, in a nickelodeon. It was a running horse. And my uncle spoke of them in a letter to my mama. He saw a moving picture in Chicago of a train driving by. The entire audience tried to move away from it as it drew near. He said it was the most amazing thing he had ever seen. Are you familiar, then, with ‘em?” Earnest eyes held hers as he awaited a reply.

Being a paralegal, and on the verge of a senior one at that, learning to tell when people lied to her was a crucial step in interviewing plaintiffs and defendants for her boss. 

She’d be damned if she could detect a lie in his eyes.

Perhaps he had a psychotic break while acting, and took the role as his sole memory.

Maybe he got conked on the head and was reverting to a past life.

Could amnesia make one create a new identity?

She got up and poured him another cup of coffee, and she watched him reach for the sugar before pausing. “Is it alright if I have some more sugar?”

Her hand indicated the pot while she sat back down. “Be my guest.”

He sort of shook his head and spooned the crystals into his cup. “Don’t know how a savage manages to have all this luxury, but I truly thank you for the kindness.”

“Well,” she crossed her legs and arms and leaned back to better glare at him, “you can start by not referring to me as a savage.”

His spoon stopped mid-stir.  “Isn’t that what you are?”

She felt her mouth drop open. “By inviting you into my home and feeding you? Seriously? What the hell kind of manners did you grow up with?”

She could tell that one took him back. He released the spoon and leaned back in his chair. “Everyone knows that Injuns are savages. They kill people with bows and arrows and scalp them and incite weather changes by their magic dancing around the fire.”

Anya didn’t know that moment as she rested her forehead into her palm if she was laughing or crying. She stared at her cold eggs and tried to remember all the way back to her high school history class. When she looked back up at him, he had schooled his features into neutrality, making it easier for her to focus.  She was pretty sure that by the turn of last century, the Indian/Settler wars were ending, although she did seem to recall the reservation round-ups were still ongoing. “Look, I’m about one-third each Cree, Italian, and Irish, and none of them routinely practiced scalping, and I can’t shoot a bow to save my life. Happy?”

She felt a change in his thinking for a brief moment when he said, “But I watched you playing with fire.” His eyes sparkled.

Was he seriously teasing her? She pushed her eggs around her plate, fighting a blush. “But I wasn’t dancing around it.”

He grinned, and Anya stood and collected his plate.

“Might I wash that for you? For your hospitality?”

She smiled at him. “Dishwasher does it for me.” She opened it and showed him how to stack them on the trays.

When she closed it he asked, “How long until they are clean?”

She hoped his innocence was honest. After Tony the Know-It-All, this was a nice change. “I’ll add the detergent when it’s full, and it takes about an hour to run.”

He studied her. “I could wash them, dry them, and put them all away in a fraction of that time.”

“Yeah, but this is easier, and supposedly uses less water.” He stood facing her as she leaned against the counter, and she liked his height. But then she reminded herself of her dating rules, and that he had failed two of the three already: Any guy she dated must be taller than her; any guy she dated must be older than her; any guy she dated must be gainfully employed.

No sense getting attached. In fact, she thought she should add a fourth: any guy she dated needed to have all his mental faculties. The realization that she would never date this man made it easier for her to see him as a stranger in need, and it felt good to be really helping someone out. Being oppressed into feeling like nothing for the better part of the last six years made her come home and curl into a ball, nose tucked under tail under morning came, when she would head off to work with barely a goodbye kiss, only to repeat the cycle again at night.

But against all odds this guy, this cowboy made her feel relaxed, easy-going. No tension, no stress, no worrying that he was potential future asshole material. 

In fact, at this rate, his only redeeming quality was his height, and really, most guys were at least 5’9” or so anyway, so it’s not like her options were that limited.

Only her interest.

He looked interested.

“I think I should call my friend. In Austin.”

Chapter 4

––––––––
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The only problem with calling Marcy was that she was going to ask about Tony. Since Anya hadn’t told her about the parting of ways, it was going to be an emotional phone call. She scrolled through her contact list, held up her cell phone to Cody, and announced, “I’m calling Marcy right now.”

He looked at the item in her hand and stepped near, frowning. 

The call went straight to voicemail, so she shrugged at Cody and left her message. “Hey, Marcy, it’s Anya. Really need to talk to you. You’re not gonna believe this. Gimme a call.” She pushed the END button and tucked the cell into her pocket.

She smiled at Cody’s eyes on her pocket, and extracted her cell to show him. She did not get the feeling that any of this was beyond his comprehension, but that rather he was blown away by how far and progressive the world had become. She thought of some movies where men were thawed into the future, and how alien the world was, but Cody seemed to grasp each concept, looking more for how things worked rather than how they even existed.

For being— she really had to pause to do the math— one hundred forty-three years old, he had some good mental faculties.  

He inspected her cell thoroughly before asking, “It has no wires, so how does it run?”

It was a good question. “Batteries.”

“Oh, like the automobiles.”

She whipped her head at him. “Cars run on gas.”

He looked up in thought. “Yes, the fastest one I’ve seen did use gasoline. But the electric automobiles had batteries, and the steam ones run on water.” He met her eyes and smiled with his memory. “The mayor had an electric automobile, and he had to have electricity brought into his house to plug in his car each night. I remember him complaining of the unexpected additional costs.”

She returned her cell to her pocket and studied him. She had never known this. “You mean to tell me that we had electric cars more than a century ago?”

Mute, he nodded.

Angry, she turned away. “Okay, let’s go into town, see if we can find anything.” She met his eyes. “It’s the holiday, so a lot of places are going to be closed, but maybe we can make some progress while I wait for Marcy to call me back.”

He glanced from her face to her phone. “And the telephone will ring in your pocket?”

“Yup. You ready?”

They both scanned each other, but Cody spoke first. “Are you, beg forgiveness, going to town in those clothes?”

She was wearing a light-blue cap-sleeved t-shirt and black shorts. “I was planning on it, why?”

He seemed really uncomfortable as he avoided her eyes. “It’s just not....”

“Oh.” She stopped him. “You’re not used to seeing so much skin, are you?”

He looked away, but his blush was evident. She didn’t want to make him uncomfortable, fun as it was, so she said, “Tell you what. I’ll get changed into something a bit more last century, if you wear something a bit more now. Okay?”

He met her eyes, the redness on his cheeks gone, and smiled a bit, but then asked, “You keep saying these letters, OK. What does it mean?”

She grinned. “Okay? Shoot-out at the OK corral? Wyatt Earp? Doc Holliday?”

He nodded, his eyes never leaving hers. “I have heard of the marshal. What do the letters mean?”

Anya leaned back, never giving it much thought. “Okay means alright, so-so, everything’s fine, something like that.”

He studied her for a moment, then said, “Those were the first words you said to me, but I thought you were speaking Injun.”

Narrowing her eyes helped Anya think back. “You said you had no coin.” Her mouth opened with her shocked realization, and she charged, “You thought I was a hooker.”

When he cocked his head, she amended, “Whore. Call girl. Lady of the night.”

Another blush. “I—”

“You’re not used to seeing so much skin. I get it. And I replied in confusion, saying, ‘Um, okay.”

He nodded and changed the intonation. “Uma kay.” 

When he said it like that, she had to admit she sound like a Native. She tapped her lip in thought. “My brother left some clothes here for when he visits. Lazy brat, doesn’t want to pack much, but I’m pretty sure he has some t-shirts here that will fit you.” She went to the TV and pulled open some drawers from the stand. A few were rock band shirts, one was political, but she found a blue cotton one with a wolf on it and thought he would like that. Then she tried another drawer and pulled out some shorts.  She handed them to him and said, “Here, try these on.” She pointed to the bathroom. “I’ll see what I can find to wear that won’t embarrass you.”

They both walked towards the bathroom, and Cody made a deferential step back for her to pass down the hallway first. It was a respectful move that made her look up to him. 

“Ma’am.”

She studied him then, really studied him. If he ever got past his prejudice, he’d probably be a really nice guy. The fact he was driven to help his niece also elevated him in her eyes. Angry again, she jabbed her finger toward the bathroom cabinet. “Towels and washcloths are in there, if you want to clean up first, be my guest.”

He tugged on his hair, and she tried not to smile at the gesture as she went into her room directly across the hall and closed the door. She leaned back against it for a few minutes in thought. She didn’t even know what she would wear, but the notion of dressing up for a man kind of unnerved her, so much so that she couldn’t believe she even suggested it.

She blamed her ancestors for putting the words into her mouth.

She heard the water running and knew Cody took her up on her offer. She tried to imagine what he was doing, and heard something hard fall to the floor and get pushed away— probably those chaps. 

She wondered what kind of undies a cowboy from 1898 wore.

She launched away from the door at that thought and started tearing into her closet.

She had a nice sundress, white with flowers, a little low cut but not bad. But then she thought that might almost be worse for him, and kept digging.

She found a navy ankle-length skirt she hadn’t worn in years, cotton and flowing, with tiny white flowers and green vines making the appearance of vertical stripes.  A navy crocheted  top over a white tank completed the look.

The only full-length mirror was in the bathroom, but Anya used her makeup mirror to put her hair up in a tidy ponytail. She found some lipstick and blush and before she knew it, she felt like she was ready for a date.

She slammed her makeup case closed at that thought and crossed the room.

Her perfume bottle was on the nightstand next to the door. “Ah, hell.” She picked it up and spritzed her throat.

Cody opened the bathroom door at the same time she opened hers, and they merely stared at one another. The smell of soap wafted from him, and his hair had been washed and tousled dry with a towel, making him look reckless and really, really sexy. She hadn’t shown him how to operate the shower, so he must have taken a sponge bath in the sink. She noted his button-down was folded and hanging on her towel bar, but she didn’t see his chaps.

The t-shirt was a good idea; not so much the shorts. They were completely wrong for him. And he had put his cowboy boots back on, too. 

Not his fault, but damn, he looked funny. She refused to giggle and spun away to fix the problem. “Um, let me see if my brother has any sneakers here. If not, you’ll have to wear your jeans, sorry.”

“These clothes... I’m not so sure of them.”

She smiled at his expression. “Yeah, those shorts are definitely not your type.”

He relaxed. “Glad you said that. I feel mighty awkward in them.”

She rummaged through the hall closet but found no sneakers. “Jeans it is.” She met his eyes. “Keep the t-shirt on, though. It looks good on you.” He had some seriously nice biceps. 

He ran his hands down his chest at that. “The picture is quite nice, though I admit to killing a few wolves in my youth.” He looked up. “They were killing our lambs.”

God, how different had the world been back then? “They’re an endangered species now. Shoot one and you go straight to jail.”

He scoffed-out a laugh. “In my day, their pelts were worth sixteen dollars apiece. Good money to protect the herd.”

He had so many details of his life that Anya found it hard to believe he was anything other than what he claimed. And having a friend who for years rattled on and on about temporal loops and space/time continuums and time travel had opened her mind to the possibilities that modern science could offer.

Hell, even Einstein thought he could manipulate time, and that was a bazillion years ago.

“You look... stunning.”

She snapped her eyes to his and noticed a hunger there that had not been there before. She took an inadvertent step back. “Um, thanks. I’ll be in the car.” She pointed out the door he had not yet used and walked away.

Damned dress.

Chapter 5

––––––––
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When Harvey Hughes tugged his horse to a stop at the old Bell ranch, he could still smell the lingering bacon. It was quiet, and he didn’t much like it. Townsfolk were saying that influenza and consumption loitered in Broken Bow, and he didn’t wish to spend too much time in a place where so many had just died. He wrapped the reins of his palomino to the hitching post and stomped up the stairs. 

The apothecary in town said that Cody was headed out this way in a puff of white smoke, and Harvey was ready to bring him in for questioning. He didn’t see Cody’s horse, or even Benjamin’s, and wondered if Cody stole and sold that horse as well. The elder Bells were not here either, for the cart was gone, as were their two brown geldings. He tempered his knock on the door and was rewarded with their Negro maid Zona pulling it open. 

She looked surprised to see him, but managed, “Marsha, how is you?” Her broken English— a sign her parents were not well-educated slaves— had not improved these three years.

“Zona,” he tipped his hat, noting how much older she looked since the last time he had seen her. Had it been only three years? “May I come in?”

She pulled open the door for him and stepped aside. “What you need, Marsha? How you been?”

Harvey took a moment to scan the house, not finding any sign of his suspect. His upper lip itched from his thick moustache; he scratched it and replied, “I’m fine. You?”

She seemed pleased that he asked over the health of a Negro, but this woman had sneaked them cookies and tarts their whole lives. “Iza good, Marsha. Iza real good.”

He nodded, all business now. “Is Cody here?”

She shook her head and stood tall. “No suh. Mista Cody not come today. I heard me a hoss after mista and missus Bell gone to town, but mista Cody, he not come.”

Harvey acknowledged her answer with a nod and sauntered to the living room, where the young orphaned child sat wrapped in a blanket before the fire. Odd, having three generations now living in this house. The girl looked sickly and frail, and an image of Grace flashed before his eyes only to be blinked away. He placed his hands on his knees to lean closer to her. “Morning, Miss Annabel Lee. How are you feeling today?”

“Like toad guts.” She pouted as she looked up at him.

He coughed down his laugh. “Sorry to hear that, Miss. Do you remember me?”

She shook her head no.

“I’m not surprised. Last time I saw you, you were no taller than a day-old calf, trying to run everywhere and falling every time you tried to speak.”

“I speak right fine now.” 

He grinned. “You do.” He stood taller and asked, “Do you know when your uncle is coming here? I’ve been trying to talk to him. It’s important.”

She shook her head, her black curls too heavy to bounce and looking damp and stringy. What he assumed were bright blue eyes had faded and clouded with her fever. “Gramps and Gamma went to town for medicine, and they said he’d scurry it here. But he ain’t scurried here.” She looked up at him, then she started coughing. And coughing. 

This was the point where the disease could turn from dangerous to deadly, when the coughing caused the lungs to rupture. He did not want to watch the blood pour from this child’s mouth. Harvey beat a hasty retreat towards the door.

If Cody said he was coming, then Cody was coming. If he said he’d scurry, then he would be here soon. Harvey knew the man well enough to know he wouldn’t lie.

Especially not to a dying child.

Decision made, Harvey headed back out the door, pausing before Zora. “You said you heard a horse?”

“Yes suh. Comin’ up da trail, not da road. But Mista Cody, he no come. I done look, he no come.”

Through the open door, Harvey noticed the deer trail. He nodded his thanks to the servant and went outside. His horse nickered at him, and Harvey gave Buford an affectionate slap on the rump as he walked up the trail. 

He saw hoof prints, and they looked recent, so he looped around to their origin and squatted down.  The horse was at a full gallop, then it balked and veered left. He scrutinized the earth, the two-foot-long trenches from skidding hooves, and saw no trace of snake or wolf or cougar prints, nothing that would make a horse balk. 

Hm. He circled around the deer path, looking for other signs of a predator, but none were forthcoming. He sniffed the air, finding it to have an odd fragrance. Almost like lightning had struck— a scent he had smelled once in his youth. But not quite the same smell. The air felt different, heavy, harder to breathe. 

Nothing charred this earth, and had a bolt touched down, he knew it would look like a campfire had been doused. 

No sign of a man crashing into the dirt. No one could have held on to a balking horse and not gone ass over bridle. Not even Cody. He frowned and double-checked the trajectory, looking for signs that perhaps someone caught him midair.

Maybe Cody’s horse-thieving earned him some attention from the family he stole from.

Maybe Cody’s neck was already stretched.

Harvey didn’t like the thought that his former childhood friend had a warrant on his head, but it was his duty to bring the man in. And after he stole Grace away— God rest her soul— Harvey had no real reason to continue their friendship.

He was the Marshal, for God’s sake, and Cody was a rootless tinkerer. No woman of sense would have chosen Cody over him unless she’d been lured away. 

She would be alive now if she had married Harvey. He would have kept her warm. He would have had the money for medicine. His income would have provided for her, kept her safe.

She was dead because she wanted to marry someone less worthy.

Damn Cody. His irresponsibility caused her death.  

Grace had been gone almost three years now, and Cody still hadn’t married. A few months later, though, Harvey had gone with his second choice, a tall and clever woman whose ideas he respected. And now, Hortense was expecting their first child. 

If Cody came along willingly, Harvey would get to meet his newborn son or daughter this week. 

If Cody didn’t come along willingly, Harvey was going to start spitting nails.

He heard the clomping of hooves and looked up. There was Sultan, Benjamin Bell’s new Morgan horse, fully tacked and grazing around the paddock fence. The horse’s neck looked foamy, like he’d just been ridden hard and not cooled off. Harvey looked to the house, but Zora would not have been able to see the beast from this side. And with an ailing child inside, she probably didn’t see the need to circumnavigate the house. Cody, damn him, was probably hiding in the barn. A measure of anger filled him, starting with Grace, then horse-thieving, escalating all the way up to leaving a foamy horse tacked and a sick child coughing on a couch, and Harvey took a few sharp decisive steps towards the barn.
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