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Great Falls, Nebraska

1881

Eleanor Carter was not long awake and making up the bed when she heard ear-piercing screams coming from the sitting room.

Momentarily she froze.

Shaking with fear, she silently went to the bedroom door and opened it a fraction. What she saw left her horrified. Two men, both with guns and daggers, were attacking her dear husband, Nathaniel. 

“Where’s the money?” one man yelled, plunging a knife into Nathaniel’s stomach. 

She covered her mouth with both hands to stop herself from screaming. 

What should she do? Could she get help in time?

She’d lived a privileged life, there was no doubt about it, and this house, or mansion as some preferred to call it, had plenty of places to hide. But she was certain these animals wouldn’t want to leave any witnesses behind.

“There’s no money in the house,” she heard Nathaniel say, his voice wavering. The knife plunged into his stomach again.

“You fool,” the other man shouted moments later. “That’s not helping. You’ve gone and killed him.” He covered his face with his hands. “What are we going to do now?” 

She swallowed hard as she watched the life drain out of her husband, then did the only thing she could think to do.  Escape.

Eleanor quietly opened the bedroom window, slipping out onto the wet, dew-covered grass. Although it was late May, the air was still crisp, and often chilly this time of the morning.

So early in fact, she hadn’t yet put on her boots, and the ground beneath her feet was cold and damp. As her bare feet hit the ground, she stopped, listening for any indication they knew she was even in the house. 

The wind whistling through the now open window pushed on the slightly open door, and it creaked. Eleanor cringed.

“What was that?” 

She knew what would happen if they found her, so she ran. She didn’t look back until she was safely huddled in a small cave not far from the falls that fell on their property. 

Even then she didn’t allow herself to cry for her dear husband, Nathanial. What if they heard? For they would surely be out looking for her. Listening for any indication she was there. 

Her heart was hollow – her Nathaniel was dead. She tried not to think about the torture he’d endured, but it would surely insinuate itself into her nightmares for many years to come.

She grieved for her husband, and grieved for the life they’d planned. They wanted a family together, at least four children, and now that would never happen. She fought back a sob, fearing for her life.

Eleanor stopped. She could hear voices in the distance and decided it was no longer safe in the small cave. She carefully edged to the opening, and with no one in sight, slid out and ran to the nearby falls, silently slipping in behind them. 

It was a secret place that only she and Nathaniel knew about. They would often go to the river in the heat of summer and swim there. 

She recalled the first time they were swimming and Nathaniel disappeared. She was panic stricken believing him drowned, but he was hiding behind the falls, and was totally invisible. 

He hid for what seemed an eternity, and she was near hysterical before he showed himself. She never forgave him for terrifying her that day. 

A wave of thankfulness washed over her, as she recognized its potential to save her life. 
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Willowbridge, Montana

1881

Eleanor Carter stared out the window of the stagecoach. 

This was not where she wanted to be. Willowbridge, Montana was not on her wish list, never had been. She preferred the hustle and bustle of Great Falls, Nebraska. 

Her favorite pastime was shopping – for gowns, and for boots especially. She loved to socialize, to get out amongst the richest of the rich. 

She attended high society balls at least once a month. Nathaniel didn’t care much for them, but he cared for her, loved her, and went along with her because it made her happy. It also helped his standing in the community.

She fervently wished she was back home, but it wasn't to be. Couldn’t be. 

She pulled her thoughts from the tragedy that had recently occurred and absorbed the countryside. It reminded her so much of her beloved Nebraska, especially this time of year.

The fragrance of nature assailing her senses was a welcomed memory.

Normally she would love the scene before her – undulating mountains with massive trees clumped close together, wild flowers scattered about, and long green grass. Birds twittering reminded her so much of home. Of their home – out in the middle of nowhere, and away from everything else.

It also reminded her of the day she had no choice but to trample through the dew-covered grass, in her feet bare running for her life. 

She swallowed back a sob.

The stagecoach slowed, and she turned her attention to the town of Willowbridge, now visible, and grimaced.

“What are you thinking?”

She glanced at Glen Sanders sitting opposite, then ran her hands down her skirts. She felt far from presentable.

She lifted her head momentarily before answering. “What a miserable one-horse town I've been dragged into.” She almost spat the words out.

He glared at her. “This one-horse town as you call it,” he said between gritted teeth, “will likely save your life.” 

He was right, she knew he was, but that didn't mean she had to be happy about it.

She just hoped the ranch he had organized and she paid for, was livable. Eleanor knew it was wishful thinking but what choice did she have? 
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Glen, gentleman he was, helped her down from the stagecoach. 

“Thank you,” she said. Despite her current demeanor, her manners were inbuilt.

Their eyes met.

“You are welcome, darling,” he said, glancing at Jackson Hillside, the stagecoach driver, hovering nearby.

“I have some errands to attend to,” he told Jackson. “Is there somewhere my wife can wait with our luggage until I return?”

They were directed to a small cafe not far away. “You can wait there at the Willowbridge Café. Get a bit to eat too, if you want.” 

He thanked the man and led his wife to the café, where he deposited her and their luggage. 

“Welcome!” The smiling waitress hovered next to her, waiting for her order. “I’m Cherry, and I’ll be looking after you.” 

Eleanor forced herself to smile. It wasn’t Cherry’s fault she was in a foul mood because she didn’t want to be here in Willowbridge. 

“What would you like?” 

Eleanor glanced through the menu. “Thank you, Cherry,” she said amicably. “I’ll have a black tea with a slice of lemon, and...” she perused the snacks. “I would love a biscuit with jam.” She looked up and smiled at the young woman. 

“I’ll be right back.” 

Eleanor settled in her seat, then watched as her husband accosted the sheriff as he did his rounds. After a heated discussion, the two men headed in the opposite direction. 

As she sipped her tea, Eleanor wondered how much Glen Sanders would tell the sheriff about her sinister predicament. 
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Glen slumped down in the chair and ordered a coffee. “Strong and black. And I’ll have one of those too, thanks” he said to Cherry, pointing at Eleanor’s biscuit with jam. 

“I gather it didn’t go well,” she said, noticing the miserable look on his face. 

He shook his head. “Sheriff Black was none to happy I’d not let him know in advance we were coming. But as I explained to him, we couldn’t risk word getting out.” 

He lowered his voice as Cherry returned with his order. “Can you point me to the Mercantile,” he asked as she was about to leave. 

“Cross Main Street, then it’s a few doors up.” 

“Really? Do we have to?” Eleanor said, annoyed. 

Cherry laughed. “You don’t like shopping?” She obviously thought it a joke. But to Eleanor it wasn’t. 

“My, uh, wife is a bit of a recluse,” Glen explained, hoping that would cover them for their lack of appearance in the future. It was sure to be noticed in a town this small. He’d already told her it was going to be tricky to explain their lack of participation in a place of this size. 

They didn’t even know it existed until one of his former colleagues from the Pinkerton Detectives said he had a cousin five times removed living there. They hadn’t seen each other in decades due to its remote location. 

It would be the perfect hideaway until the law was able to find the men who murdered Eleanor’s husband. 

Glen stood as he gulped down the last mouthful of his coffee. “If you’re ready, we’ll go,” he said, then turned to Cherry. “Could we leave our luggage here while we run a few errands? I don’t mind paying.” 

Of course he didn’t. It wasn’t his money. Despite her inward annoyance, she smiled at the waitress who complied with the request, but pushed the notes aside. “Our pleasure,” she said, guiding Glen to the place he could leave their few measly belongings. 

At least he had spare clothes and a few personal items; she had nothing. Glen told her they couldn’t risk going back to the house in case she was seen. Eleanor knew he was right.  

She’d hidden behind those falls for what seemed a lifetime, but was in fact three days. She figured the killers would have given up by then, and she was right. Still, it had been a risk to ride into town for help. 

Her mind swung back to the present when Glen led her outside and they headed to the Mercantile. 

The sun was shining, and the sky was blue. If Eleanor hadn’t known better, she’d think it was a glorious day. She took the opportunity to look around the Main Street. It wasn’t Great Falls, but at least she would be able to pick up some supplies here.  
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