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      Texas, 1881

      Austin Jennings drove his horses and wagon into the town of Elm Springs and stopped in front of the mercantile, like he normally did. He tied his horses up, entered the store and was greeted warmly by Clem, the owner of the store.

      "Austin, it's good to see you. Everything okay at the ranch? I don't see Elsie with you, and I don't remember seeing you in here last week."

      "Good morning, Clem. Yes, everything's fine. We've been busy and I didn't make it in last week. Elsie loves coming to town, but she's been just as busy as the men and I have been. We've been trying to get some corn planted, but we've had so many calves and foals being born, it's been keeping us busy with them. Usually, we just have to keep an eye on them and make sure everything goes all right with the birthing, but not this year. I don't know why, but we've had a large number of them that had problems and we had to help. Helping with a birth is hard work and takes a lot of time."

      "Have they been successful, though, or are you losing a lot?" Clem asked with concern.

      "We've had a couple that died, but most of them have been fine. They take a lot of time, but as long as we get a live animal out of it, I won't complain."

      "Your ranch is growing, which is good. Do you have any idea why so many of them have needed help?"

      "I think it's because of what you just said; our ranch is growing. A lot of the ones that needed help were first time heifers or mares. It's more common for them to need help with their first one. We're hoping next year, they won't need our help as much."

      "Well, I hope you're right. I'm glad to hear your ranch is growing, and most of the newborns have been fine once they finally made it into the world. And Elsie's all right, just busy?"

      "Yes, she's been putting out our garden the last several days. We hired a couple more hands to help this year, so she's putting out a larger garden. She insists she'll be able to handle it, but I worry about her trying to put all of it up this summer and fall."

      "I'm guessing she'll have help from our teacher here in town, at least this summer while she's not teaching."

      "I'm hoping you're right about that. Callie said she never learned how to can food or dry it and would love to have Elsie show her how. Callie put out a garden, too, so I'm hoping they can do much of the canning and drying together."

      Clem smiled as he nodded. "I have to chuckle a bit, as I think back on the last couple years and the four of you. You bought the ranch and quit driving the stagecoach. Who would have ever thought the stagecoach would be attacked just outside of town on your last day? And what were the odds that there would be a single lady traveling alone on that coach? Or that by you protecting that single lady, it would draw the two of you together?"

      "That was pretty amazing," Austin agreed.

      "Then, when the chest of money came up missing after the coach was robbed and the army held you responsible for the money, you called your best friend, Vic, who showed up right away to help get you out of that mess. It turned out Elm Springs was the perfect place for him to do what he'd always wanted to do and get a saw and start a lumber business here. Then he happened to be in the right place to help the little lady who came to town to be our teacher but arrived a week before the sheriff and mayor expected her. She was sure a little firebrand, but she's small and was no match for those two drifters who saw her at the train depot. We're all glad Vic was there and stepped in. I'm sure those two ruffians who were trying to claim she was their relative here for a visit would have had their way with her. Vic saving her brought the two of them together, and now that little spitfire has become not only his wife, but the most loved teacher we've ever had here."

      "And not only are she and Vic very happily married, but she and Elsie have become the best of friends," Austin said, finishing the story. "It is pretty amazing how it all worked out for the four of us. Sheriff Dalton kids us about both of us coming to town, where there is a definite shortage of single ladies, and coming up with a lady out of nowhere, who's not only wonderful, but pretty as well."

      Clem laughed, nodding. "I hadn't thought of that, but he is right."

      "We keep telling him he needs to go find a lady of his own who needs rescuing. That seems to be a good way to get to know each other."

      Clem laughed, but again, he had to agree. "Well, it certainly worked for the two of you. Now, what can I get for you today?"

      "I have a list, but if you don't mind, I have to go talk to Neil about something."

      "I'll get everything you need and load it onto your wagon while you go talk to the sheriff. I hope you aren't having any problem that you need his help with?"

      "No, I don't think so. I just heard a lot of noise out by our place last evening, horses going by quickly and some shouting. I thought, while I'm here, I'd check and make sure there's nothing going on that I need to watch out for."

      "Good idea. You go talk to him while I get your supplies loaded up for you."

      "Thanks, Clem. There's no hurry. I need to stop at the blacksmith's shop, too, so if other folks come in, go ahead and help them first."

      Clem nodded as Austin left.

      Austin went to talk to Sheriff Neil Dalton first, and he was glad he was in his office.

      "Good morning, Austin. I haven't seen you for a while. Everything okay out your way?"

      "It's all good, just busy. There is one thing I wanted to talk to you about, though, and you just brought it up. Anything going on that you know of out my way that I should be watching out for?"

      "Not that I've heard about," Neil said as he sat up straighter in his chair. "Why do you ask?"

      "Last evening, I was checking on my herd of cattle at the far west edge of my ranch, closest to town, and I heard some kind of ruckus. It sounded like several horses, maybe a half dozen, and they seemed to be moving at a pretty good speed. There was also some yelling going on, though I couldn't make out what they were saying. They didn't cause any trouble, other than stirring up that herd of cattle, but I don't normally hear that many horses at once, and especially not going that fast, with people yelling. I thought, while I was in town, I'd check and make sure you haven't heard of any rustling or anything going on out that way."

      "I haven't heard of any, but I don't blame you for being a bit alarmed. People traveling from one place to another, maybe coming into town, don't normally push their horses like that, and they don't usually do any yelling. Drifters, even a couple traveling together, don't, either. They'll talk but not yell, and if they're going far, they don't push their horses."

      "That's true."

      "I generally go out and ride the outskirts of town once or twice a week, just to be sure I don't see anyone doing any camping out there who might cause problems in town. I haven't done that for several days, so maybe I'll ride out with you when you go home today. You can show me about where you saw them and I'll see if I see any signs of people camping out."

      "I didn't see them, I just heard the horses going by quickly and heard the yelling. I think I heard a gunshot, as well, but I can't say that for sure."

      Neil nodded. "If you heard a gunshot, I want to check it out for sure and see if there are any campers in the area. They may have shot a rabbit for supper. I don't mind them camping a night or two to rest their horses, then moving on, but I don't like to see people setting up camp for longer than that close to my town."

      "Makes you wonder what they're up to," Austin said.

      "It certainly does, and it's usually nothing good. When you're ready to go back home, why don't you stop in here and tell me so I can tag along with you?"

      "Will do. Thanks, Neil. It's probably nothing and I don't want to waste your time, but⁠—"

      "But you never know. Like I said, I like to check the area regularly, anyway, so it's not wasting my time. I'll bring my horse around front so I'll be ready to go when you are."

      The sheriff went to talk to Deputy Clarence Black after Austin left. He relayed what Austin had said and told him he'd be gone from town a couple hours while he checked the area out. Then he went to the livery where he kept his horse, saddled it and went back to his office, where he tied it in front. He sat in one of the chairs he kept on the small porch in front of his office and waited for Austin, giving the situation a little thought. It probably wasn't anything, but he'd feel better after assuring himself of that.

      It wasn't long before he saw Austin approaching with his wagon. Neil went to his horse and was ready to go by the time Austin was at his office. He motioned for him to go on and fell in behind him. He followed Austin, then once they were out of town, he pulled up next to him so they could talk as they rode.

      When they got to where Austin's land began, he motioned to the side. "I was in the pasture over this way when I heard them. There's a trail we use when we're on horses along here, but the wagon won't do well on it. It's not too far down this way where I was when I heard the ruckus. I'll leave the wagon here and walk."

      Neil slid off his horse and walked him, so the two men could talk as they walked. Neil asked several questions about what the noise had sounded like and if he could tell where they might have been headed. As they reached the area where Austin had been when he heard the noises, both men looked around. They didn't expect to find anything right in that area, but Neil wanted to get a good feel for where Austin had been in relation to the road that went past. Assuming they were on that road when Austin heard them, it was far enough away that they obviously weren't trying to quietly sneak past. Neil generally felt people like that were more worrisome.

      Some people would quietly sneak into a town, rob a store at night and be long gone before the sun came up the next morning. As bad as a robbery always was, at least those people generally didn't show up again. The people who were loud and boisterous, however, were the ones who generally caused more trouble. They were the ones more apt to rob a bank or saloon, with shouting and guns blazing, and would shoot anyone who got in their way or tried to stop them. Those were the ones he feared the most.

      Neil looked around from that spot so he could identify where on the road the people would have been when Austin heard them. Once he had a couple landmarks in mind, he planned to go out and look at that area along the road. He would search for signs of people camping out, or any other signs of anything untoward happening. If someone was hanging around his town, he wanted to know about it so he could keep an eye on them.

      "Thank you for showing me the area, Austin. I'm going to go back out to the road now and search the area along the road where they would have been when you heard them."

      "It didn't take me as long in town as I'd planned today, so I'll go with you and help look, for a little while anyway. If anyone's camping out this way, I'd like to know about it, too."

      Neil nodded and the two of them went back to Austin's wagon. He turned it around and they went on down the road, each searching the area on their side of the road carefully for any signs of someone having been there recently.

      "I'm not seeing anything," Austin said. "There have been no areas that were tramped down, let alone any signs of a campfire."

      "I haven't seen anything, either," Neil said, but just as he said it, he pulled up short, causing Austin to do the same. "Austin, look over there."

      Austin followed the line Neil was pointing in and gasped. "What the hell?" Both men looked around them quickly, spanning the area, and seeing nothing to cause them to be alarmed, headed to an area just off the road, where a young woman was lying. They slid off their horses quickly and hurried to her. Neil got there first and felt for a pulse. "She's still alive," he said with a sigh. Checking her quickly for injuries, he found a fairly good-sized bump on her head.

      "Let me clear a spot on the wagon for her so we can get her back to town," Austin said. "I'll tie your horse onto the back. We'll get her in the wagon and you can stay with her, in case the jarring wakes her up." Once he'd moved things around to make sufficient room for her, he turned the team around so they were headed back to town. Neil picked the woman up and carried her to the wagon, then handed her off to Austin, who held her while Neil jumped up into the wagon. Austin handed her back to the sheriff and hurried up front. He got them back to Elm Springs as quickly as he could without jarring her too much.

      He went straight to the doctor's office. After quickly tying his horses to the post, he helped Neil down and hurried ahead to open the door. "Hey, Doc," Austin yelled as he opened the door, "are you here?"

      Doc Turner came hurrying out from the back room. "What's wrong, Austin?" He saw Neil come in, carrying the lady, and turned to go back to his examination room. "Bring her in here, Neil."

      Once the sheriff laid the lady down, they explained to the doctor where they'd found her. "Neither of us recognize her," Neil said, "so I'm not sure who she is or what's happened, but I know she needs your help. She's got a good-sized lump on her head, but I didn't see or feel any other injuries."

      "Did she move at all while you were bringing her here?"

      "One time, when we were about here, I thought I felt her move a bit. I hoped she was going to wake up, but she didn't."

      The doctor did a quick exam, much like the one the sheriff had done, feeling her arms and legs for any cuts or bones that didn't feel right. As he was finishing, the lady moaned.

      Neil instantly went closer to her and picked her hand up, rubbing it. "Hey, little lady, are you going to wake up for us?" He continued to rub the back of her hand with his thumb, and a few seconds later, she moaned again. "Can you open your eyes for us, miss? You're safe here. You're at a doctor's office."

      He kept rubbing her hand and talking softly to her, and sure enough, her eyelids fluttered a bit. "That's it, darlin'. Can you open your eyes for us?" Her eyes slowly opened, but she immediately scanned the area, and she jumped when she saw the three men staring down at her. "It's all right," Neil said in a soft voice he hoped would assure her she was safe. "I'm Sheriff Neil Dalton, and this is my friend, Austin Jennings. We found you passed out by the road and brought you here to Doc Turner. You're safe. No one's going to hurt you." He kept rubbing her hand, hoping to help calm her down.

      She looked from one to the other, and her eyes came back to settle on Neil, who smiled down at her. "Can you talk? Are you okay, or do you hurt anywhere?" The young lady squinted her eyes and had a look of confusion on her face. "Can you tell me your name?"

      She closed her eyes momentarily, then opened them, again focusing on Neil. She did that two more times. When she opened them the third time, she had a look of fear in them. She tried to get up, but Neil and the doctor held her down. "Whoa, honey," Neil said. "You'd best stay down a few more minutes. After hitting your head and being knocked out, you're probably going to be dizzy. You've remembered something, haven't you? What is it? I'm a sheriff, I'll help you if I can, but you have to tell me what you've remembered."

      "I, there…" She paused, but her throat sounded hoarse.

      "Let me get you a drink of water," the doctor said. "Maybe that will help. When he came back with a glass of water, Neil slowly lifted her shoulders enough so she could take a few sips. "That's it, just take a few small sips at first. Is your head all right, or are you dizzy and need to lie back down?"

      She tried to shake her head, but her eyes scrunched up and closed again. "That made you dizzy, didn't it?" the doctor asked. "Austin, grab a couple pillows from the other room. Maybe she can lay her head on them. Then she'll be elevated enough for another sip or two of water if she wants it, and she'll be able to talk to us better but stay still, so the dizziness doesn't come back."

      Once they had her settled on the pillows, Neil offered her another sip of water, which she took. Then she swallowed and tried again to talk. "You have to find the man. He's hurt."

      All three men looked up at each other, then back to her. Neil took the lead, as sheriff. "What man? Can you tell me where he is, or what happened?"

      She closed her eyes and her face scrunched up, like she was struggling to think. "I don't know where it is, but they put both of us in an old shack. He's hurt bad. They tied me up but said they didn't have to worry about him, he was about dead and wasn't going anywhere." She had tears in her eyes. "You have to find him."

      "We'll go look. Do you know, was this old shack close to where we found you?"

      "I don't know. I don't remember much after⁠—"

      "You don't remember much after what? Some men tied you up in a shack?"

      "Yes. They tied me to a chair, dumped him on an old bed, and laughed as they left. They said I wouldn't be able to move, so I'd have to just watch him die, then I'd die of starvation." She took a deep breath before continuing. "It took a while, but eventually, I got loose. When I got out of the shack, I didn't know where I was, so I just started walking, hoping to find a house or a road, someone who could help him."

      "Okay, we'll go look for a shack and try to find him."

      "Let me go with you. I can help look." She tried to sit up to move, but everyone there could tell it made her dizzy.

      "No, you stay here, little lady, and let Doc Turner check you out. You're too dizzy to stand yet, so you need to stay down until that gets better."

      "Will you come back? Please, Neil, say you'll be back."

      He took her hand and squeezed it. "I promise you, I'll be back. Hopefully, we'll find the man who was hurt and bring him here. Even if we don't find him, I'll come back. I hope when I get back, you're feeling better and are able to sit up a little more. Then we can talk. You can tell me what happened."

      "Okay, go find him, but remember to come back to see me and tell me if you found him."

      "I promise, darlin'. Now, you listen to the doctor, so you can get better."

      Neil and Austin quickly went back outside. "Neil, you can move faster on the horse than I'll be able to with the wagon, but I think I should bring the wagon, too, so if we find him, we can bring him back in."

      "I agree. I'll go on out to that area and start looking around. Maybe she left some tracks I can follow," the sheriff replied.

      "I don't know of any abandoned houses out in that area," Austin said. "Do you?"

      "The closest one I can think of is a little ways off. I'll go on there and look. As you go out the road toward where we found her, if I'm not in that area following her tracks, keep going down that road. The shack I'm thinking of is farther down that way." Austin nodded and Neil headed out of town at a quick pace.

      Austin followed with his wagon. He stopped in the area where they'd found the young lady, but a quick look at the area didn't show much, so he went on down the road. Before long, he saw Neil run up to the road and look back toward Austin, waving his arms. "Up here, Austin, quick!" Austin couldn't quite hear what he'd said, but it was obvious he'd found something, so he pushed the horses.

      As he approached, Neil ran over to meet him. "There's a man in the shack right back there. He's got a pulse, but barely. I don't think you'll be able to get the wagon in there and turned around, though, so why don't you turn the horses around and keep them here? We'll carry him out."

      Austin turned the horses and wagon quickly and set the brake. He ran in the direction where Neil had disappeared and found the old shack. "He's been shot and he's lost a lot of blood. His pulse is weak, but it's still there," Neil said. "Someone put a tourniquet on him. I'm guessing the little lady we found, but whoever it was, they did a pretty good job. I tightened it a bit, but his best chance is if we can get him to Doc."

      "Let's get him to the wagon, and we'll tie your horse on the back again so you can stay with him while I get us to town. You might want to watch around us, too, just in case whoever shot him is watching and doesn't want us getting him to a doctor."

      "I thought the same thing," Neil said as they lifted the man and carried him to the wagon. Neil got the man settled the best he could while Austin tied Neil's horse onto the wagon. He ran to the front, jumped in and got the horses started back toward town. Neil kept his eyes darting between the man lying in the wagon and the area around them. Austin kept watching the area, as well, but luckily, they didn't encounter anyone. They pulled into town at a good clip and went straight to Doc's office, drawing attention.

      By the time Austin had the horses stopped, several men had come over to offer assistance if needed. They quickly got the man out of the wagon, and Neil was glad to see Doc waiting for them, holding the door open. They laid him on the table in the exam room the doctor had indicated. Doc thanked all the men who helped, but sent everyone out except Neil and Austin. They explained what little they knew about the man as Doc set about getting ready to do surgery. "Is he strong enough for surgery?" Neil asked.

      "I rightly don't know," Doc answered, "but I do know if I don't get that bullet out of his leg, he doesn't have a chance at surviving. If he makes it through this surgery, it will be because of the person who put that tourniquet on him. I'm guessing it may have been Ella."

      "Ella?" both men asked in unison.

      "The little gal you brought in earlier. Neil, if you know what's good for you, you'll go in and see her."

      "Is she okay? And what do you mean if I know what's good for me?"

      Doc chuckled a bit as he worked on his new patient. "She's been asking if you'll be back and when. I told her you said you'd be back, and I was sure you would be, as you're a man who means what he says. She said she sure hoped you come back. The longer you've been gone, the more ideas she's come up with, ways of telling you what she thinks of men who don't do what they say."

      Austin had to chuckle, not only at the doctor's words, but at the look on his friend's face. "Cat got your tongue, Neil?" he asked. "I'd say you'd best go see the little lady."

      "I think you're right. I think I'd also best tell her what I think of sassy little ladies."

      "Austin, if he's going to do that, do me a favor and go in there with him. Then tell me what happens afterwards."

      Austin chuckled again, as Neil looked over at the doctor. "Why do you say that, Doc?" Neil asked.

      "She is a feisty little thing. She seems to have taken a liking to you, though, so you might be able to settle her down some. Try to keep her down. She needs to rest, but she was determined she was going to go help you two find this fellow. She tried getting up once, and if it wasn't for her dizziness, I'm not sure I could have kept her here. Go tell her you found this man and try to keep her down."

      "Oh, I'll keep her down," Neil said with a determined look on his face.

      "Like I said, Austin, go watch this and tell me what happens. Now, you two get out of here so I can try to save this man."

      The doctor had a smile on his face as he saw Neil leave, determination written all over him, and Austin following, grinning. He knew he'd be hearing a good story, but first, he had to concentrate on the man on his table. This was going to be touch and go. He said a quick prayer before picking up his knife.
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      Neil walked into the other room to talk to Miss Ella, determined to set her straight, but as he walked into the room, Ella was standing next to the bed. She was swaying and was white as a ghost. Neil made it to her side in three quick strides and caught her just as her legs gave out. He was frowning as he laid her back in the bed, but before he had a chance to start the scolding he intended on giving her, she beat him to it. "It's about time you came in here. You were gone so long, I was starting to think you must have gotten lost. Then I heard you come in, but did you bother to come tell me if you found him? Let me answer that question for you. No, you did not!"

      No matter how hard Austin tried, he couldn't keep from laughing, which drew a frown and a glare from both Neil and Ella, but she quickly turned her attention back to Neil. Again, he opened his mouth to set things straight with the sassy little miss, but once again, he wasn't quick enough. "So, now that you're finally here, did you find him? Is he still alive? What happened? I want all the details."

      Neil turned to frown at Austin, who wasn't even trying to hide his laugh any more, then turned back to Ella. She opened her mouth, but he quickly shot his hand up. "No, not another word," he said in a voice that was so authoritative, her eyes grew as she closed her mouth. "You've said quite enough, young lady. Now it's my turn, and I suggest you listen carefully."

      Again, she opened her mouth, but the look he gave her, coupled with his raised eyebrow, apparently was enough to make her second guess herself, and she once again closed her mouth, even giving him a small nod. "Wise choice," he said. "Now, yes, we found the man and brought him in. Doc is working on him now. He's in pretty bad shape, but Doc is doing what he can for him. I have a lot of questions to ask you, but before I get to those, I understand you've been giving Doc a hard time. That is going to stop right now. Do you understand me?"

      As Neil and Austin watched the young lady, she took a deep breath and seemed to change into a new person as they watched. Her voice was much quieter when she spoke this time. "I'm sorry, Sheriff, I didn't mean to be giving him a hard time. I needed answers. I was so worried about the man who I knew was hurt, and I was still a little confused. When I left the shack, I didn't know who the men were who kidnapped us, or where they were, or where I was, but I knew I had to get him help. Then the next thing I knew, I was waking up in here, with men I'd never seen before looking down at me. I didn't know where I was or what had happened that landed me here, and I guess it all got to me. I'm sorry."

      Neil quickly forgot about the harsh scolding he planned on giving her. In fact, he felt bad for letting his anger get the better of him. This little lady had been through a lot, was obviously injured, and she deserved his understanding. He took a deep breath, exhaled slowly, and sat down on the edge of Ella's bed. "I'm sorry, too. I'd forgotten what you must have gone through. What do you say we start over? Miss, my name is Neil Dalton. I'm the sheriff here at Elm Springs."

      She smiled as she looked up at him. "Nice to meet you, Sheriff. My name is Ella Brigham."

      Neil returned her smile. "Now, I do have some questions, quite a few questions, but I also know you probably have a pretty good headache right now. Are you able to answer a few questions for me now, or do you need to take some laudanum and get some rest first?"

      "Is that the stuff they give you when you're hurt, and it makes you sleep all day and night?"

      "It does make you sleep, yes, but if you're hurt, that's usually what you need."

      "I don't want any of that," she said adamantly, shaking her head and immediately flinching. "I don't want to sleep. I have too much I have to figure out."

      Neil's eyebrows drew together as he studied Ella a few moments. "What do you mean, you have things you have to figure out? Did you lose part of your memory when you hit your head?"

      "No, my memory is fine. It's just that I-I'm not sure⁠—"

      "What is it, Ella? Maybe I can help."

      "I don't see how you can."

      "I can't if you don't give me a chance. What do you have to figure out?

      "I don't have a home right now or anywhere to go. But that's something I have to deal with, and I will. Right now, the man you brought in, is he going to make it?"

      Neil and Austin exchanged quick glances, and Neil picked her hand up and held it in his. "Doc is working with the man now. I honestly don't know if he'll be able to save him or not, but if no one would have put the tourniquet on him, I know he wouldn't have. Did you do that?"

      "Yes," she said rather softly. "I wasn't sure I was doing it right, but he was bleeding so much, I felt I had to try, then go get him some help. I hope he makes it."

      "So do we. You did really well and gave him a chance he wouldn't have had otherwise. Do you know who he is?"

      "No."

      "Can you tell me what happened?"

      "I don't know who they were or why they did what they did, but I can tell you what I know."

      "That's all I can ask for. Tell me what happened, and I'll see if I can piece the rest together and get to the bottom of it."

      "I hope you find those men. They need to be in prison."

      "I'll do my best to get them there. Whatever you can tell me will help. I'll at least have a place to start."

      "Okay." She took a moment to think before saying, "I'm not sure where to start, but I'll try. If I skip something or it doesn't make sense, stop me. I'm not from here and I'm not familiar with this area. I'm from back east, but I took the train to Elk Creek to see my Aunt Mabel. She knew I was coming, so I expected she would meet me at the station, but when I got off the train, no one was there to meet me. The marshal was there and I was going to ask him, but as I approached him, I overheard two ladies talking. One had just gotten off the train, and the other lady, who I assumed was a sister or friend, was filling her in on what had happened while she'd been out of town. She said someone had had a baby, someone else had gotten hurt, but poor Mabel Whitmer had passed away. That was my aunt."

      "I'm sorry to hear that, Ella. Is that why you said you have no place to live?"

      "Yes, some of it, but I'll worry about that. You need to find these men." The sheriff nodded, and Ella continued. "I was pretty upset, so instead of going to the marshal right then, I stepped off to the side. I wanted to be alone a few minutes to come to grips with what I'd just heard and to collect my thoughts. Then I figured I would go talk to the marshal and find out what had happened. But I walked down the boardwalk a little ways to get out of the crowd at the train station. My mind was reeling and I almost ran into a lady who had stopped to talk to someone, so without thinking, I stepped off the boardwalk between two buildings to be alone so I could think without having to worry about other people around me." She paused and took a deep breath.

      Assuming this was where the story was going to get more difficult, Neil rubbed the back of her hand with his thumb. "You're doing great, Ella."

      She looked up at him briefly with a tiny bit of a smile, then looked back down and continued. "My mind was a hundred miles away and I wasn't paying attention like I should have been, and when I realized that, I shook my head to clear it a bit and looked around. There were two men at the other end of the alley, and they were talking. They were being pretty quiet, but with no one else in the alley, I could hear what they were saying. You could tell they were upset. The one man said he couldn't believe Burke wouldn't pay up, even after they took him. They talked a little bit and decided they would just have to show him they were serious and would hurt him if they had to. That should convince him to pay them. If not, they would threaten to take his wife. That should surely get him to pay up. They were talking about how they could snatch her if they had to, when the one man turned a bit and saw me."

      Neil saw her gasp and knew she was reliving what had happened. "Are you all right to go on, or do you want a break?"

      "No, I have to get it out so you can find them," she said as she took another deep breath.

      Neil was impressed with the brave young lady and patted her hand. "Whenever you're ready."

      She took a couple more breaths, then he watched as she squared her shoulders and went on. "The look on his face was awful. I knew right away I was in trouble. I turned to run, but there weren't many people right there to try to hide among, so I went into the general store. I hoped they wouldn't see me go in, but they did. I didn't know it, though. I stayed in there and pretended to look around for quite a while. I kept watching for them, but they never came in. I looked out the window, but I didn't see them. I found the marshal's office and decided to go there."

      "Good thinking."

      "I thought I could tell him what I'd heard and ask about my aunt. I stepped outside cautiously, and they were nowhere in sight, so I started toward the marshal's office. All of a sudden, they were there, one on each side of me. They came from behind me and they each took an arm and guided me off to the side, into another alley. They started talking right away, saying they were glad they finally found me. They said they were late getting to the train station and I was gone by the time they got there, and they'd been looking for me since. I had no idea what they were talking about."

      "It was so anyone who saw them come up to you would think they knew you," Neil said, nodding his head.

      "Yes, I figured that out, but I had no idea at the time. So they pulled me down the alley, talking the whole time about how happy they were to see me. At the end of the alley, the one man put a hand over my mouth so I couldn't say anything, and they dragged me away from town. They kept in the shadows and kept looking to be sure no one was around, then they'd go from one shadow to another. Once we were out of town, they put a handkerchief in my mouth and tied it there, so I couldn't yell, and tied my hands together. They talked about what to do with me. One man said they should just get rid of me so I couldn't say anything, but the other one said no, I could cook for them for a few days until Burke came to his senses. Then they'd have a little fun with me before they killed me so I couldn't talk."

      "Oh, Ella," Neil said as he pulled her close for a hug. "I'm so sorry you had to go through that. What happened after that?"

      "They took me to an area out in the middle of nowhere, with lots of briers and berries. There was an opening over at one side of it and a path that went right through it and opened up to a little meadow of sorts. There was a man sitting on a log, gagged and tied up, and a big man with a gun close by. The man with the gun was upset that they showed up with me instead of supplies. One man told him I'd overheard them talking, so they had to take me, to be sure I didn't say anything. The big man said they should have just taken me out of town and shot me, then gotten the supplies. He said now they couldn't risk going back to Elk Creek again to get the supplies they needed because if someone was looking for me, they couldn't chance them being recognized."

      "What happened then?"

      "They kept me and the man gagged and tied and put us each on a horse in front of one of them. They told us if we tried anything, they wouldn't hesitate to shoot us. They traveled close to the road but not on it, so they wouldn't be seen. At one point, we came to some cows in a pasture, and they shot a calf and dragged it out of the pasture and to a woods. They butchered it and took the meat. They went on down the road a ways until they found a place to stop for the night. They made a fire and cooked the meat. The big man who seemed to be in charge told them to eat all the meat they wanted because they might not get any more for a while. He said they would go to the next town they passed and get some beans and stuff so I could cook them some biscuits or cornbread or something to go with the beans. He told the man, I guess his name is Burke, as soon as he agreed to pay them, they'd let both of us go, but if he didn't do it soon, they'd kill me and take his wife."

      "You don't know who the man is or why they wanted him to pay them?"

      "No idea. They kept us there for two more nights. The same two men went into town and got some supplies the first morning we were there. They untied my hands so I could cook for them, but they stayed right there beside me, threatening me if I tried to run. Finally, after three nights there, they loaded us back onto horses and took us farther down the road. They stopped around noon for dinner and they took the gag off the man and asked if he was ready to pay them yet. He told them to go to Hell, and the one man shot him. The other two men were upset with him. They weren't sure what to do but decided they'd take us to an old shack one man said he'd seen as they were going back after getting the supplies. So, they took both of us there. The man was unconscious and bleeding pretty badly, so they just threw him on the old bed there. One man took out his gun and was going to shoot me, but the other told him not to. He said it was too close to the road and to town and someone might hear the shot and come looking. He said they would simply tie me to a chair and leave. I wasn't going anywhere and didn't have any food or water, and he was almost dead, so if anyone happened upon this old, abandoned shack and looked inside, they'd find two dead people. The other two laughed, and that's what they did. They tied me to an old chair that was there, and they left."

      "Did they say anything about where they were going or what they were going to do?"

      "No. Wait. They did say they'd have to come up with another plan to get his money. That's all they said."

      Neil and Austin looked at each other a moment. "We need to find out who the man is and make sure his wife is all right," Austin said.

      "I was thinking the same thing," Neil said, before turning back to Ella. "So, how did you get loose?"

      "At first, I saw the window and thought if I could break it, maybe I could get a piece of glass and use it to cut the rope on my hands. I couldn't get to it, but while I was trying to move over there, I realized the chair they tied me to was pretty old and decrepit. I thought maybe I could break it, and depending on where it broke, I might be able to slip my hands off of it. I couldn't really stand up, but I could raise up a little bit. I did that, then I threw myself back down. I felt the chair getting pretty wobbly, so I kept trying. I was afraid it would break and I would fall and get hurt, but I didn't really have anything to lose. If I didn't get loose, we would both die there. I kept trying, and eventually, one of the legs broke. When it did, I fell backwards. I fell hard enough that it scraped my back, but it also broke the back of the chair, freeing me from it. Once I was free from the chair, the rope wasn't as tight on my hands or feet. I was able to reach my feet with my hands and untied the rope on my ankles, which meant I could walk. That enabled me to walk over and use the corner of the table to help get that rope loose enough that I could pull my hands out."

      "Good for you," Neil said. "You're a fighter, and smart. Then you put the tourniquet on the man?"

      "Yes. I tore part of my petticoat off and tied it around his leg. Then I ran outside. I didn't know where I was, but I figured I had to make it back to the road and hope someone came along who would help me. I knew someone could come along who would hurt me instead of helping, but I had to chance it. I had to get some help for him."

      "Do you remember what happened? Did you fall and hit your head?"

      "I must have. I remember running toward the road, thinking I had to get there, but that's the last thing I remember. I'm so lucky you found me and were a good man. Thank you."

      "I'm glad we saw you. Now, do you know the names of any of these men? Even just first names might be very helpful. Did they use names when they were talking to each other?"

      She thought a few moments before frowning and shaking her head. "Not that I recall. The only name I remember hearing is one guy called the big man Bub."

      "Okay. Can you give me a description of the three men?"

      "The man they called Bub was big. He was over six feet tall. He wasn't fat, but he was big. He had dark hair. I'm not sure if it was dark brown or black, but it was dark. The two men who grabbed me were not as tall, and they were thinner. One had really dark hair. I'd say it was black, but I guess it could be dark brown. The other had lighter brown hair."

      "Is there anything else about any of them that you can remember?"

      "They were all filthy, they smelled, and their breaths were terrible. Oh, the one with lighter brown hair had a scar on the right side of his face. It was maybe an inch or two long."

      "Okay, good. If you think of anything else you can tell me about any of them, let me know, please."

      "I will."

      "Now, I have one more thing I want to talk to you about. Then I'll go send some telegrams to marshals around here and see what I can learn."

      "What else do you want to know?"

      "I want to know why you don't have a home. Tell me the story there. You said you went to see your aunt and heard she had just passed on. Again, I'm sorry to hear that. Were you going to visit her or to stay with her?

      "I was going to stay with her. Mama and I lost our house and had nowhere to go. Her sister said she could stay with her, but she didn't have enough room or money for me to stay, but Mama sent a letter to her other sister, my Aunt Mabel Whitmer in Elk Creek, and she said she had room and would love to have me stay with her. I didn't even know I had an Aunt Mabel. Now, I'll never get to know her."

      "I'm sorry. Your mother never mentioned her?"

      "No."

      "Did she have any other siblings that you know of, other than Mabel and the one she went to stay with when you came here?"

      "Not that I know of. I only ever heard her mention the one sister she's staying with, Helen. I know Papa only had one brother who never married, and he died, so I don't have any family on his side."

      "So you were planning on living with your aunt," Neil said more than asked.

      "Yes." She took a deep breath, lifted her head, and squared her shoulders. "Now, I'll have to come up with a new plan. But back to this problem. What are you going to do to find these men, Sheriff, or are they gone and we'll never see them again? I guess that would be all right, as long as they never come back around here again. I just hope that man recovers."

      The sheriff had respect for the spunky little gal. She had no place to live, and he was guessing she had no money since she and her mother had lost their house, but here she was, worried more about the man who was hurt. "I hope he does, too," he said. "If he does, I'm hoping he'll have a little more information about the men. Maybe he knows who they are, or at least what they were after. That will give me a little more to go on. In the meantime, you stay here in this bed until Doc is finished and can check on you again."

      "I'm fine. I need to get up so I can figure out where I'm going to stay and what I'm going to do. Do you know of anyone here in this town, whatever it's called, who is looking for help? I need to find some kind of employment."

      "You're not fine," he said as he prevented her from sitting up again. "You were so dizzy, you about fell over when I walked in here. You stay in that bed until Doc says you're okay to be up and about. Then we'll talk about where you're going to stay."

      "I just need to get up and walk around a bit to clear my head. I have to find some kind of employment so I can find a place to stay and get something to eat. Since Aunt Mabel's gone, I don't have any reason to go back to Elk Creek, and I couldn't afford a ticket on the stage to get back there anyway, so I figured I might as well look here. Do you know if there are any restaurants in town that could use help? I'm a pretty good cook."

      Neil once again pushed her shoulders back down to the bed as she tried to throw the covers off and get up. "I'll talk to Lucy and Bertha about that once Doc says you're okay to work. Until then, you stay right there. If you're hungry, I'll get you something. When was the last time you ate?"

      She shrugged her shoulders but looked up at him. "It's not your job to feed me, it's mine. That's why I need to get up and find a job so I can earn some money."

      "Ella, you're wrong there. It is my job to take care of anyone in this town, which is called Elm Springs, by the way, who has been hurt or needs help. As the sheriff, I aim to protect the people here. You've been hurt, so let me take care of you." He turned to Austin. "I'd run down to Lucy's and get her a special, but frankly, I don't trust her to stay in bed while I'm gone."

      Austin couldn't contain his chuckle as he agreed. "You stay here and make sure she stays in bed so she's safe. I'll go get her something to eat."

      He left, still chuckling, and Neil turned back to give her a look that would have warned anyone who knew him, and most people who didn't. "Now, are you going to stay in this bed like a good little girl while I go see how Doc is doing, or do I need to stay here to make sure you stay down?"

      She frowned at him before answering. "If you're going to check on that poor man, I'll stay here."

      "You'd better," he said before turning toward the door.

      "Are you always this bossy?"

      "I am for young ladies who don't do as they're told. Now stay here, in that bed, until I get back, or else."

      "Or else what?"

      He turned back to catch her eyes and hold them. "Ella, I'm trying to keep you safe. You were unconscious when I found you. After seeing how dizzy you were when you tried to stand, I want you to stay in this bed until Doc has a chance to look at you again. Now, I expect you to listen to what I'm telling you, and there will be consequences if you don't. Let me just say you won't like those consequences, so you had best listen to me." Without waiting for a response, he turned and left. He hoped she heeded his warning but wasn't at all sure what to expect from her.

      He stepped into the hall just as the doctor stuck his head out of the room where he'd been working on the man they brought in. "Sheriff, can you help me move this man from my table to the bed?"

      "Certainly. How is he, Doc?"

      "Well, he's still alive. That little gal did a good job putting the tourniquet on him. It stopped the flow of the blood, and without it, I'm sure he would have died. He still might, but at least he has a fighting chance now. He's lost a lot of blood, but I got the bullet out, so if we can keep him alive and get some broth in him so he can get a little strength back, he has a chance of pulling through."

      "That's good news," Neil said as he helped move the man to the bed. "Any idea when he might wake up?"

      "Hopefully not before tomorrow. He needs to sleep after the surgery. When he does wake up, I'll give him a few sips of broth, if he's up to it, and some laudanum. That will put him back to sleep, which is what he needs. Every time he wakes up for a few days, I'll try to get some broth in him and give him more laudanum."

      "When he wakes up, can I try to talk to him? I'll keep it short, but I want to ask him if he knows who the men were or what they wanted. Also, do you want me to go see if Pearl can come over to help you take care of him?"

      "If you would, please, yes. I'll need someone to be here with him when I can't be, and Pearl has done this before, so she knows what to do if he wakes up. I may have to talk to Clara as well. As weak as he is, if he makes it, I imagine he's going to be here for well over a week before he gets his strength back enough to take care of himself. It might be two or three weeks."

      "If he has a wife, we'll have to find her and let her know," Neil said. "She might be able to come here and help with his care."

      "That's true," the doctor said. "Whether she can come here to help care for him will probably depend on how far away they live and if they have small children she's caring for. I think that should be the first thing we ask him if he wakes up."

      "I agree. His wife may be in trouble. Ella said they threatened him, saying if he didn't pay them some money, they would kidnap his wife. Even if they gave up and ran away, she needs to know where he is and what's happened. I'm sure she is worried about him."

      The doctor nodded in agreement. "There. He's settled in, so we'll just have to wait now and see if he wakes up. If he does, if he's able to talk, I'll see if he can answer any of those questions. I don't want to ask him to talk much the first couple times he wakes up, though. I'm more interested in getting a little broth in him and getting him back to sleep, so he's not in pain and struggling."

      "I understand. I'll stop in and talk to Pearl. If she's not available, I'll talk to Clara. If you find anything out, let me know."

      "Of course."

      "Before I go, if I stay with him a few minutes, will you go check Ella out? She's determined to get up, but I'm not sure she's ready to be up yet. I don't know why she wants to get up so bad. She doesn't have anywhere to live right now."

      "With the knot she's got on the back of her head, she needs to stay down, at least until tomorrow. I'll recheck her then."

      "Good. Go tell her that, then I'll go back in and talk to her before I leave. Between you and me, when she is ready to leave, I'd like to pay for a room for her at the hotel for a few days while I look into this mess and can figure out what's going on. I want her here so I can ask her any questions that might arise, but also to keep her safe. Until I know who they are and what they want, I'm not sure how safe she is. What if they come back?"

      "I guess that is a possibility."

      "I can't rule it out until I know more. If they think they can get money out of him or his wife, they might go back to where they left him, to take his wallet or shoes or something to show his wife they have him. If they find him gone, they might come to town looking for him. Until we can sort this out and decide what we're going to do about a place for her to live, I'd rather she be at the hotel. She's asked about any jobs she might be able to get here. I don't know of any right off, but I'll be checking today and tomorrow. Hopefully, I'll have something to tell her once you think she's ready to go to the hotel."

      Again, the doctor nodded. "I'll go check on her and talk to her. You watch him, and if he moves or tries to talk, hold him down and yell for me. The sooner you get Pearl or Clara here, the better. When I'm here, I can stay with him, but I'll need someone to care for him when I'm with another patient who comes in needing medical care. I'll also need someone to be here for Ella. She'll need to eat."

      "Speaking of that, Austin went to get her a meal from Lucy. I don't think those men fed either of them."

      "Thank you for sending for a meal for her. That way, I won't have to fix her something until later, for supper. Hopefully, one of the ladies will be here by then."

      Doc went to the next room over to talk to Ella, while Neil did some thinking. Ella was a pretty little lady, but his heart went out to her. She was obviously hungry, and if he understood what she'd said, reading between the lines a bit, she had no money, and since her aunt had passed on, she also had no place to live. She was a feisty little thing but seemed eager to find a job to earn a living, so that told him she wasn't looking for a handout and wanted to support herself. That earned her a lot of respect in his eyes. He would talk to Marv, the owner of the hotel, and make sure he had a room for her. When Doc said she was okay to leave here, he would pay for her to stay there while they figured something out. He certainly wasn't going to leave her hanging. They would figure things out together.

      That thought surprised him. Together? As he thought more about it, yes, they certainly would figure it out together. He may have just met her, but he cared about her, and not just as a sheriff would care for any victim of a crime. She seemed to be alone in this world and needed a friend. He would be that friend. How good a friend he would become, he wasn't sure. But one thing he did feel sure of, this friend would certainly keep him on his toes.
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      Neil's mind was miles away, still thinking about what having Ella as a friend would be like, when he heard her raised voice tell the doctor she was fine and had no intentions of staying in bed. He was torn about what to do. He wanted to run next door and set her straight, but he couldn't leave the injured man. Luckily, Austin walked in just then with two meals from Lucy's restaurant. Neil called him into the room he was in, and Austin quickly set the tray down on the table. "Watch this man for a few minutes, and yell if he wakes up or tries to move."

      He grabbed one plate and walked next door. "What's the problem here, Doc?"

      "Miss Ella doesn't feel she needs to rest, but⁠—"

      "But she's not the doctor, is she?" He turned to face her, where she was standing, looking a little dizzy. "Sit down before you fall, Ella. I have a meal for you, once you're sitting."

      She sighed but sat down. Neil pulled a small table over to her and placed the plate on it. "Stay right here while I get your milk."

      He went back to the other room, where he found Austin chuckling again. Neil gave him what would have been an intimidating look to most people but had Austin laughing out loud. All he said between chuckles was, "The other meal is for Doc. I doubt he had a chance to eat before we brought these two in for him."

      "Thank you," Neil said. "You're probably right. Good thinking."

      "How's Ella doing?" he asked, not even trying to contain his laugh. He laughed again when he heard the sheriff growl as he left the room with a glass of milk.

      "Doc, Austin has a meal for you over in the other room. Go ahead and eat it while it's hot. I'll stay here with Ella."

      "Oh, a meal sounds good. Thank you, and thank you for taking care of her while I eat."

      "Oh, I'll take care of her all right," Neil said in a low voice.

      Doc had to make an effort not to laugh out loud at his words, while Ella went on eating as if she hadn't heard him. Neil heard the two men chuckling in the other room and had no doubt what they were laughing about. He sighed as he turned to Ella and set the milk down for her. She picked it up right away and took a good swig of it as he got the chair from the corner of the room and moved it closer to her.

      "This sure is a good meal. Thank you."

      The big smile she gave him before she went back to devouring her food went straight to his heart. She sure was a pretty little thing, and she'd been through a lot. He sighed as he realized he needed to keep that in mind and be patient with her. It would be difficult, though, as she certainly knew how to get under his skin.

      "You're welcome. While you finish eating, let's talk a little bit. You asked earlier if I knew of anyone who might have need of hiring someone. Are you serious about looking for employment here in Elm Springs?"

      "Of course, I am. I'll need to find employment somewhere, and since I'm here, I figure I might as well start looking here. There's nothing in Elk Creek for me, so I'll look here first. If I can't find anything, I'll have to decide what to do. I don't mind going to another little town to look, but it takes money or a horse to get to another town. Until I find a job, I have neither of those things."

      "I'll make a deal with you. I talked to Doc a little bit ago and he would really like you to stay here at least overnight, maybe a couple days, so he can keep an eye on you to make sure you're all right after getting that good-sized knot on your head. If you'll listen to him and stay here so he can watch over you, I'll check around town. I'll talk to the people who might be able to use your help. You said you can cook, so I'll check with the two restaurants first. Is there anything else, any other employment you would be interested in?"

      "I'll do anything anyone will hire me to do." Her face blushed and she quickly amended that. "Well, not anything, but⁠—"

      "I'll check on any job I would be comfortable having my sister doing. How would that be?"

      "Thank you," she said as her face blushed a little more. "I'm not afraid to try anything."

      "All right. Now, once Doc says you're good to leave here, which hopefully will be tomorrow since I know you seem eager to go, I'll talk to Marv at the hotel and have him hold a room for you there."

      "I can't stay there, Sheriff." He tilted his head as he looked at her.

      She explained, "I don't have the money to stay there."

      "I'll pay for it, so don't worry about the money."

      "I can't ask you to spend your money on me. That wouldn't be right. I'm healthy and able to work. I don't need handouts."

      "You're not asking, Ella, and it's not a handout."

      "But it's not right."

      "Actually, it is. See, I have a case to solve, and until I do, I'd like to have you here. I'm sure as I start looking into this, questions will come up, and you're the only person who might be able to answer them. Besides that, I don't feel good about you walking around out in the open until I can figure out who those men were and either catch them or at least assure myself they've left the area and won't be back."

      She stopped eating long enough to look up at him. "Are you saying I'm not safe?"

      "As of right now, I can't say. I don't know that you're in any danger, but until I find out something about those men and what they were after, I can't say you're not, either. That's why I want to keep you here in town, where I can make sure you're safe and you can answer any questions that might come up. Since I'm asking you to stay here, it's only right that I provide a safe place for you to stay."

      "Well," she said as she was obviously thinking through his offer, "I guess I might be able to answer questions if any come up."

      "You're the only person who can answer any questions I have right now."

      "Will you let me help you? I don't just mean by answering any questions you have. I want to earn my keep and actually help you look for them."

      His eyebrows shot up as he looked at her, studying her a bit. She looked completely serious. Did she really think he would allow her to go out searching for men who had kidnapped her and the injured man in the other room? He could tell she had pride, and that pride was fighting the thought of accepting a handout, as she called it. He respected that, but there was no way he was going to allow her to be put in danger. At the same time, he didn't want to upset her or break that pride. "Why don't we see how the job hunt goes? If we aren't able to find employment for you, we'll see what we can do about finding a way you can help me that won't involve putting you into a dangerous situation, which is something I won't allow. But before you get upset, let's look for employment first. Fair enough?"

      She studied him for several moments, much as he'd just done to her, before smiling. "That seems fair enough. Thank you."

      He felt relieved, having expected at least an argument from her. Now, he just had to find someone willing to hire her. He talked to her as she finished her meal, changing the subject so they could talk about things she wouldn't be so inclined to disagree about.

      She ate every bite on her plate, which confirmed his suspicion that it had been more than a day since she'd had anything to eat. "Would you like more?"

      "No, but thank you. I guess I was hungrier than I thought, and it tasted wonderful."

      "You're welcome. Now, do I have your word that you'll stay here and listen to the doctor?"

      "Are you leaving?"

      "I have to go talk to the lady who helps Doc when he has a patient who needs watching. He can't stay with the man in the next room and still treat anyone else who comes in and needs his help. I'd also like to go back to that shack we found him in and look around for any clues I might be able to find."

      "What kind of clues would you be looking for?"

      "I won't know unless I see something," he said with a little chuckle. "You never know when someone might leave something behind that could give us a clue. Maybe one of them tore his shirt and a little piece of it was left behind. If I have it, it might help us down the road. Say we have someone we think was involved, but we don't have any proof of it. If he has a shirt that has a hole in it or a piece torn off of it and it happened to match the piece of fabric I found at the shack, that could be the evidence we need. If I find some fresh blood next to a broken window, and someone we find has a fresh cut on his finger, that could be indicative that he was one of the men."

      "Interesting. So you just look for anything that might help you later."

      "Exactly. But I have to go out and look soon. Otherwise, the judge might not put as much weight on the evidence because someone else could come along and spend a night in there if they get caught in a rainstorm."

      "I can understand that. All right, but after you talk to the lady who will come help the doctor, then go take a better look at the shack, will you come back?"

      "Do you want me to?"

      "Yes," she said quickly. He lifted an eyebrow as he looked over at her, and she explained further, as her face flushed a bit. "It's going to be boring here. I won't have anything to do and I don't have any friends here."

      "I understand. How about if I go do those things I need to do, then I'll stop and get two meals from one of the restaurants and bring them here. We can eat our supper together, and I'll check with Doc and see how you're doing. If he thinks you'll be able to go to the hotel tomorrow, I'll let Marv know. Would that be okay?"

      "Thank you, Sheriff. I appreciate all you've done for me."

      "I'm going to return these plates to Lucy, go talk to Pearl, see what I can find at the shack, then I'll get a couple meals and be back. You be a good girl while I'm gone and listen to the doctor. Don't give him a hard time, you hear me?"

      "Yes, of course, I hear you. My hearing is just fine."

      "Watch that sassy mouth, little lady," he said with a frown, "and make sure you mind what I say."

      He left the room, shaking his head. He picked up the doctor's empty dishes to return and was about to leave when the outside door to the doctor's lobby opened and Pearl came in. "I was just heading to your house, Pearl."

      "Austin beat you to it," she said. "He said to tell you he had to get home, but if you need him, stop by his ranch."

      "Thank you, Pearl. Are you good with helping Doc?"
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