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1886

Hannaby, Tennessee

“My girls, my precious girls, how could I have ever believed I could give them up.” The woman was a beauty with thick auburn hair and brown eyes the color of fine brandy. “Hah,” she hollered, hurrying the team into a full gallop. Each bounce over the uneven, rutted road jarred the wagon, the creaking and clattering echoed out over the silent terrain.

The woman raised her face to the wind, it carried away her throaty laughter. The wind filled her yellow bonnet and jerked it back against her nape. The constant tugging loosened the bow under her chin. The bonnet flew up into the air to be lost in the trail of dust stirred by the rapidly turning wheels. The wind wildly whipped her red curls around her pixy face. Her eyes glistened with joy as she contemplated the future. She was going home to a husband who loved her in spite of her selfish spoiled ways and to her three lovely daughters.

The wide-open range and lonely life on the ranch had been hard for her, not like her society lifestyle in Jefferson City. She had rebelled against a dictatorial father, marrying against her father’s wishes—disowned, living on a remote ranch, she had hated her new life even more than the one she had left behind. It had been nine difficult years since she had seen her father.

Finding her lover with another woman had been accidental, but it had awoken her to the reality of all she had lost and all that she would lose if her clandestine affair came to light. It had spurred her to break off the relationship and to send a wire to her father seeking reconciliation. But her father had not replied. Did his silence signal an unforgiving attitude? She would do her best to convince him that she was a changed woman. It was time for her daughters to meet their grandfather and to mend fences.

The bellow of a shotgun startled the horses. The team reared, their eyes rolling in terror. As their hooves hit the earth, they galloped violently out of control veering away from the ranch and out toward Rob’s Creek.

The woman fought to control the runaway team. The bouncing wagon jostled her like a rag doll from side to side on the wooden seat. She clutched the reins in one hand and with the other latched onto the wooden side rail.

“Whoa! Whoa!”

A harsh grinding pop jerked the woman’s attention downward. An expression of disbelief turned to horror and then sorrow as she watched the widening split in the wagon tongue. An ear deafening crack echoed across the valley. The wagon swung wildly back and forth, the momentum sending it crashing over in multiple rolls. It crushed the woman under its heavy weight with the first roll then slung her limb body into the nearby fresh-water creek.

The speed of the rolling wagon carried the conveyance to the far side of the creek where it landed with a thunderous thud. The force of the impact sent out a spray of mud and circular waves rippled out getting bigger and shallower as they moved away from the bank. Wood and metal scraped and creaked as the wagon settled and the clear water turned brown as silt followed the ripples.

A wave washed over the woman’s face filling her gaping mouth with water. Choking she arched her neck to keep her mouth and nose above the water line but screamed in agony as pain radiated down her spine. Hope spiraled with the sound of an approaching rider.

“Help me,” she cried.

A lone rider on a black and white Pinto made no move to dismount. A black patch covered his right eye, and a jagged scar ran from the man’s ear to his cheek. The one obsidian eye, vacant of mercy, stared dispassionately down at the woman.

“Please, help me!” the woman cried out again, her voice barely audible, held sorrow and confusion. Her head bobbed below the surface. The creek water distorted her assassin’s image shifting his body apart and then together like two pieces of a jigsaw puzzle as the man sat motionless on the Pinto.

Despite the pain, the woman made a final effort. She stretched her arm toward the stranger, her fingers spanned out in a silent plea. But then her eyes widened in terror as her head sank below the surface and water muffled her scream. A flurry of bubbles followed a gurgled belch from a mouth open in terror. Bubbles, floated to the surface, trickling past unseeing brandy-colored eyes, as her lifeless body relaxed in death and her auburn hair floated, forming a halo around her head.

The stranger tapped his heels into the flanks of the Pinto and reined in beside the team still harnessed to the splintered wagon tongue, which had lodged in a growth of underbrush. The man flexed his wrist ejecting a dagger from a hidden sheath. He slashed the limbs of the bush, and then tucked the knife back into its hiding place.

The horses moved forward a couple of steps and stopped, their heads drooping low in exhaustion. Blood seeped from a deep gash on one of the horse’s rumps near a sloping S. T. M. brand and a thick splinter of wood had pierced through the hock of the other horse.

The assassin pulled a sawed-off shotgun from a scabbard on the saddle and fired into the air. The butt of the gun bucked against his shoulder as the sound echoed across the valley.

The blast sent the horses’ frantically galloping in the direction of home leaving a blood-spattered trail in their wake. The splintered wagon tongue bounced wildly in protest as dust drifted up and floated outward before settling on the dry landscape.

––––––––
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1886

Jefferson City, Missouri

The man entered the bank and swaggered through the foyer. Anyone who whispered that he had a Napoleonic complex would have been correct, but to speak of his short stature aloud would have been the death knell for a person’s career. No one wanted to be on the receiving end of his aggressive, power-seeking, narcissistic personality.

At his office door he stopped to preen and examined his features in the beveled glass of the ornate walnut door. With a pale, manicured hand, he adjusted the flashy red and silver tie. His nails, although manicured and rounded, had been allowed to grow longer than acceptable for a man in polite society. The last employee to make a comment had been fired on the spot and been blackballed from ever working in Jefferson City again.

The man admired the red silk dress shirt with its flowing jabot. His fingers sifted over the ruffles and down the impeccably pressed pleats of his gray trousers.

His eyes focused on his face and his lips turned down in a grimace as he studied his reflection. Though neatly cut, the curls refused to obey and framed the one thing he hated about himself—the effeminateness of his facial features. He heard whispers and jerked around. The bank was empty except for two female tellers working the front counter. Although their eyes were averted, the banker continued to stare in their direction, his eyes filled with maliciousness.

He grasped the brass knob of the door to his office and stared at his title, Vice President. It stuck in his craw that his father had chosen to work another year—the acid etching below his name should have read President.

He paused as the door closed behind him and stared at the man who sat with his black leather cowboy boots propped across the corner of the office desk.

“I told you to never come here!” the banker said, his brandy-colored eyes flashing with anger.

“Nobody saw me.”

“That’s beside the point.”

“Shut up and pay up little man,” the black booted stranger said, his voice a low growl.

“One of these days Chambers you’re going to push me too far.”

“Promises, promises.”

Red charged into the banker’s cheeks. He marched across the room and shoved the man’s boots off his desk.

“This better be important.”

Chambers withdrew several folded sheets from a saddle bag and threw the papers onto the desk and then adjusted his black eye patch.

“She’s dead,” he said coldly.

The banker examined the papers. A euphoric giggle escaped as his lips widened in a half-crazed grin. He tossed the papers aside, and then strode behind the desk to swing a framed oil painting of a nude woman stretched out on a red chaise lounge from the wall. He worked the combination of the wall safe, pulled open the door, and grabbed two fat stacks of bills.

When the banker turned, he froze, unnerved by the impassive stare of the single obsidian eye—so black he could see his reflection clearly. On second thought, he pulled out a third stack and tossed the money atop the desk.

“There’s what I promised and half more. Now get out,” the banker said rudely.

Chambers stuffed the money inside a black saddlebag. He paused at the servant’s access door before stepping out on the street.

“You know where to find me if you ever need my services again,” Chambers said. The door closed silently behind him.

The banker slouched in the leather chair behind the marble topped desk. He pulled a Prince of Wales from an elaborate humidor and clipped off the end, then pushed a lever on a bronzed statue of a nude woman. He leaned forward as a flame burst forth, the cigar held lightly between clenched teeth. One puff, then two—he blew a cloud of smoke from between pudgy lips and released a pleased sigh as he fingered the death certificate, feeling not the least bit of sorrow. Tomorrow, he would present it and the fabricated Pinkerton report to his father. The final evidence needed to assure his father that his dear, dear daughter had departed this earth in an untimely accident leaving no apparent heirs.

It helped to have friends in low places. He laughed maniacally, as his eyes darted around the room in an oddly crazed fashion. He focused on the rising smoke as his lips curled in a hideous smirk. He was now the only legal heir to banking millions.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1


[image: ]




1895

Cherry Hill, Arkansas

“Johnny!” Janna Quinlin yelled, her eyes dancing with happiness as she ran out of the log farmhouse to meet her beau. Sapphire blue eyes, blond, waist length hair framing her heart shaped face, she wore a lovely yellow gown with tiny mother of pearl buttons running down the smocked bodice. Delicate lace cuffs adorned the three-quarter length sleeves of the dress and matched the lace decorating the hem.

Dressed in a floppy straw hat, blue jeans, red plaid shirt, and scuffed brown cowboy boots, Johnny McBride, sat astride a half-tamed tobiano pinto Mustang. At Janna’s shout the horse side stepped and kicked out both its rear legs as it bucked and whinnied.

“Whoa, whoa, Janna stay back!” Johnny yelled as he struggled to get the Mustang under control. He pulled on the reins to keep the mare’s head up and steered it into a circling pattern. As he tapped his heels into the horse’s flanks, it bucked and swerved. The unexpected move sent him flying out of the saddle where he landed on his back in the dirt. The Mustang galloped out of sight down the road.

“Oh, Johnny,” Janna said. “Are you alright?”

“How many times do I have to tell you that loud noises can spook a half-trained horse?” Johnny said in disgust, using his straw hat to dust off his jeans as he limped over to her.

“I’m sorry,” Janna said, her lips turned down in a pretty pout. She brushed the dust from the back of his shirt. “I’ll try to remember next time.”

“No, Janna, try is not good enough—you’ve got to start thinking,” Johnny said, but then relented when he saw the hurt look in her eyes. “I could have been injured if I had landed on a rock or that wooden bench. Fortunately, I landed in the dirt, but it still hurt like the dickens. A Mustang bucked off one of our wrangler’s yesterday and he ended up with a broken leg.”

Janna’s cheeks filled with pink, and her eyes filled with tears at her sweetheart’s chastisement.

“Aw, Janna, don’t cry,” Johnny said as he pulled her into his arms.

Janna sniffed as she pressed her face against her beau’s chest. But then she pulled out of Johnny’s arms and plopped down on a bench under an oak tree.

Johnny limped after her shaking his head and sat down beside Janna but remained silent. After an uncomfortable few seconds, he leaned forward and braced his elbows on his knees nervously turning his hat by its brim. “I passed your sister, Mhairi, on the way here. I hollered at her, but she acted like she was in a hurry to get to town.”

“Oh, really,” Janna said with a nervous smile.

Johnny sat up and leaned back against the bench. “I’ve got bad news, Janna. I’m not going to be here for the celebration.”

“But you have to! Jared and Kelsey are announcing their engagement. I thought,” Janna said, but stopped in mid-sentence. “If you’re not here, then how are we going to surprise your parents with our engagement?”

Johnny jumped to his feet—a look of uneasiness on his face. “That wrangler who broke his leg yesterday was Arthur Billings, our foreman. He does all the negotiations with Fort Roots. I’ll be leaving in his place this afternoon.”

“No, you mustn’t!” Janna said with a pout. “That’s not fair. Surely, your father must have someone else that can go.”

Instead of answering, Johnny whistled shrilly. A few minutes later the plop, plop of a horse trotting sounded down the road. The Mustang that had bucked Johnny off stopped beside him and nudged his arm. “There now, that’s a girl,” Johnny cooed as he swung up into the saddle without using the stirrups.

“You care more about that silly Mustang than you do me. If you really loved me you would stay,” Janna jumped to her feet, tears flowing down her cheeks. When Johnny stared at her without emotion, Janna blanched. “Are you having second thoughts?”

“I never said I loved you, Janna. I like you a lot, but is that enough to make a marriage last?” He straightened the straw hat, his eyes flashed with anger and a hint of sadness.

“Well Johnny McBride, I’ll not be waiting when you return!” Janna said hotly, anger flushing her cheeks with red.

“We’ll talk about this when I get back,” Johnny said as he dug his heels into the flanks of the Mustang urging it into a trot.

Janna wiped at the tears streaming down her cheeks with trembling hands as her voice rose in near hysteria. “I won’t be waiting, Johnny McBride. You hear me!” she sobbed. “I won’t wait for you.” Janna collapsed to the ground, the yellow skirt of her dress billowed out around her as she covered her face with her hands and wept.
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Jefferson City, Missouri

“Sir, if I may be so bold, are you sure about wooing Miss Hildebrandt?” Tanner Brockwell asked as he pressed a white shirt.

Standing in front of the bathroom sink and mirror wearing only black tuxedo pants, H.G. finished shaving and then trimmed his mustache. He studied his assistant in the mirror.

“Woo? Bah! That’s for suckers Tan and I refuse to get drawn into that nonsense. I don’t have time to babysit a crying damsel every time something goes awry. I need a polished, confident lady who knows the rules. She gives me an heir, and then raises the boy. I give her a glamorous and comfortable lifestyle rubbing shoulders with the elite in Jefferson City. And tonight, would be the perfect night—a ball in honor of Chelsie’s eighteenth birthday to pop the question.”

H.G. had no illusion about himself and the opposite sex. He knew women considered him attractive, but it was his money that drew them like flies. He stared in the mirror at his reflection—golden hair, amber eyes, aristocratic nose, above average height, and athletic build, but how could he ever trust that a woman loved him for himself and not for his money or position. That’s why a marriage of convenience was his only option.

Tanner held out the dress shirt as H.G. walked into the bedroom.

“I thought you despised the lifestyle of the count and your mère,” Tanner said. He adjusted the shirt and picked up a gold cufflink shaped like a lion, pushed it through a buttonhole and turned the swivel. When H.G.’s golden brows drew together, Tanner with a wry smile placed the other cufflink.

“You told me once that you paid me to keep you on the straight and narrow.”

“I don’t pay you to interfere in my personal goings on.”

Tanner shrugged, and then affixed a red bow tie around H.G.’s neck. He picked up a black vest and held it out, and then the tuxedo coat with its long tails for his boss to shrug into.

H.G. sat down in a wing back chair and settled back as Tanner pulled on each of his socks and then the black leather Edwin Capp leather boots. He motioned for me to raise a foot to his knee. One boot at a time, he buttoned the six black bead buttons.

As Tanner worked silently, H. G. studied him and acknowledge that he did value his opinion. The man had saved his life all those years ago when he’d been forced to work as a common laborer.

As his assistant rose to his feet, H.G. stood and clapped a hand on his shoulder.

“Don’t worry my friend. I know exactly what I’m doing.”

“If you say so, sir,” Tanner said as he shrugged into his jacket. He opened the suite door and motioned with an arm for his boss to go first.

The hotel was a beehive of activity as artisan’s worked on the grand staircase, the chandeliers, and the rich mahogany inlaid ceilings restoring the inside of the former Stonebriar Hotel to its original beauty.

The two men walked through the vestibule and out the double front doors onto the brick portico and then down an alley to the back of the hotel in companionable silence. They paused by the unloading docks. The aroma of rotting meat and sludge filled the air.

“Were you able to contact Sanders?” H.G. asked, speaking of Sanders Civil Engineering and Dock Restoration.

“Yes, but he’s currently on a job in St. Louis. He will arrive here in 30 days if his current project stays on-time.”

Nodding toward the acreage opposite the dock, thick with underbrush, Tanner said, “I worked my way through that overgrown area. I found a brick walkway and maze that circled until it reached the center.”

“I’ll worry about cleaning that mess up after we get further along with the hotel.”

“No, you won’t,” Tanner said.

H.G.’s eyebrows rose.

“After studying the abstract, I discovered you don’t own that half-acre of land.”

H.G. frowned. “Did you find out who did?”

“Yes, Widow Roundhouse. I’ve already approached her. Turns out, her husband once owned the Stonebriar. He built her a rose garden—complete with benches and a water fountain and a maze path.”

“Will she sell?”

“I made her a lucrative offer, but she refused,” Tanner said.

“I’ll have to study the situation,” H.G. replied.

Just off the docks, a trail, wide enough for a horse and rider led back into a patch of woods. An old log livery stood amid a grove of giant oaks. Inside, a sentry leaned against a stall with a rifle crosswise in his arms. A handler led out two saddled horses, H.G.’s roan mare, and Tanner’s white American Quarter horse gelding.

“We will return at midnight,” H.G. said. “Get something to eat and some sleep while we’re gone.”

Tanner and H.G. rode across town down the brick streets to the Hildebrandt mansion that had been built atop a hill on the outskirts of town. A long line of carriages carrying guests lined the road. The two men dismounted, and H.G. handed his reins to Tanner, who then led the horses around to the back of the mansion to the stables.

A winding stone walkway lit by new electric lamps led up to four tall carved columns and an enormous front porch. The light from crystal chandeliers lit up the six arched windows. The music of a full orchestra drifted out the open double doors.

H.G. stepped into the greeting line and waited his turn to greet George and Silvia Hildebrandt and their daughter, Chelsie.

“Ah, H.G., glad you could make it,” Hildebrandt said.

“George, Silvia,” H.G. greeted. He shook hands with Hildebrandt and grasped Silvia’s fingers.

“Happy Birthday, Chelsie,” H.G. said as he kissed her proffered hand.

The young lady threw a coy glance at him from lowered lashes.

“Save me a dance?” H.G. whispered.

A smile teased Chelsie’s lips as she regally nodded her head.

H.G. made his way across the room to the punch bowl navigating through the crowd. He stopped to speak with Mayor Liebmann.

“Charles, how goes the horse park?”

“We’re making progress,” Liebmann said. “Thank you for your generous donation.”

“A great project—the city needs it,” H.G. said. His face darkened as a suave, olive-skinned man dressed in a fashionable dark blue tuxedo stopped beside them.

“O’Brion,” the mayor said, slapping the Irishman on the back. “Appreciate your generous donation to the park.

“Gregorian,” H.G. greeted the man with a scowl.

“Sheffield, what are you doing here? I thought you’d be knee deep in your renovations,” the Irishman said with a sneer as he looked down his patrician nose in disdain.

“Well, at least I’m not robbing my partner blind and throwing his children out in the cold,” H.G. said darkly, as he widened his stance readying for Gregorian’s anger.

“Gentleman, gentleman,” Mayor Liebman said, stepping between the two men. “Now is not the time to air your dirty laundry.”

“You insult me one more time and it will be the last,” Gregorian said.

“Name the place and the time,” H.G. countered.

The crowd clapped as the Hildebrandt’s escorted their daughter to the center of the dance floor. Chelsie leaned to whisper something to her mother. Silvia in turn whispered to George.

“Ladies and Gentlemen, tonight is my little darling’s eighteen birthday but as much as I love her, it’s time she left the nest.” The crowd laughed. “And now Silvia will present Chelsie for the first dance.”

Silvia held out an arm gracefully, palm up for Chelsie to clasp, then led her daughter forward. She stopped in front of H.G. and Gregorian.

“Mr. Sheffield, if you would be so kind to lead Chelsie in the first waltz.”

When H.G. held out a hand, Silvia placed her daughter’s hand in the hotelier’s. Chelsie curtsied and threw him an impudent smile.

Gregorian’s face darkened, his lips turned down in a frown.

H.G. placed Chelsie’s hand over his forearm and walked her to the center of the dance floor. The orchestra struck up the Blue Danube Waltz and H.G. swept Chelsie across the floor. They made a striking pair. H.G. with his golden good looks and black tux and Chelsie with her midnight black shiny hair swept up in a bouffant atop her head wearing a golden satin and chiffon ball gown with a daring décolletage.

After the dance ended, H.G. bowed and brought the back of Chelsie’s hand to his lips. Another gentleman immediately claimed her for the next dance.

Being selected by the mother of the debutante was high recognition indeed. Feeling confident that Chelsie would soon be his wife, H.G. mingled with the crowd, nodding, and speaking with other guests as he circled the room.

A gentleman approached H.G. and handed him a business card. “I hear you purchased the old Stonebriar Hotel and that it’s under renovation. Perhaps you should consider one of our elevators?”

“May I contact you for a discussion of its merits at a later time?” H.G. said.

“Of course!”

An older woman dressed in a deep brown gown using a cane hobbled over to one of the chairs that lined the walls of the ballroom and sat down heavily.

H.G. headed for the long tables loaded with food, filled a plate and walked over. “Madam, may I offer you refreshments,” the hotelier said, handing her the plate of food. Although, the woman’s eyebrows rose she accepted the offering.

As another waltz ended, H.G. took the opportunity to claim Chelsie for a two-step.

––––––––
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Silvia Hildebrandt walked over to sit down by the old woman. “They make quite a pair don’t they, Geneva.”

“Don’t believe I know the gentleman.”

“H.G. Sheffield. He bought and is renovating the old Stonebriar Hotel. Didn’t Mr. Roundhouse own it for a spell?”

“Indeed, he did. My dear husband sold it about ten years ago, but the new owner let it go to the dogs.”

“Well, I hear that H.G. has brought artisans in from all over the country to restore the hotel to its original glory.”

“That’s really good to hear, Silvia.”

––––––––
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H.G. relinquished Chelsie to another dancer and took the opportunity to slip into the Hildebrandt library. Every light in every room in the house had been turned on for the party. He settled in a plush chair in an alcove, stretched out his legs, and closed his eyes.

The hotelier’s eyes snapped open, and he realized he had actually fallen asleep. When he heard a rustle of clothing and whispers, H.G. rose to his feet without making a sound. His nostrils flared as his hands tightened into fists. Gregorian O’Brion had Chelsie backed up against the wall in the corner with her skirt hiked up to her thighs and the bodice of her dress pushed to her waist.

“Chelsie,” Silvia called as she stuck her head in the door of the library.

Gregorian stopped his movement and clapped a hand over Chelsie’s mouth. Her eyes widen in horror as they fastened onto H.G. as she silently pleaded for mercy. But H.G. was not feeling very merciful at that moment.

“Oh, hello, H.G.,” Silvia said. “I can’t seem to find Chelsie.”

George Hildebrandt entered just as the hotelier replied. “She has dropped her drawers for Gregorian over in the corner.”

Silvia screamed and all bedlam broke loose.

The last thing H.G. heard as he stalked out of the library and headed for the stables was George Hildebrandt calling for a preacher.

––––––––
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Tanner and three other men sat on bales of hay around a large slab of wood, playing cards when he saw H.G. heading for the stables. He glanced at his watch. It was only eleven o’clock and the storm brewing on the hotelier’s face boded a foul mood. Tanner threw down his cards and drew on his jacket. He readied their horses and led them out of the stable.

H.G. swung into the saddle and kicked his heels into the mare’s flanks before his assistant had mounted. Tanner knew his boss well, and now was not the time for casual conversation, so he swung into the saddle and caught up riding silently alongside.

When they reached the old livery, the sentry rose to his feet, “Thought you said midnight.”

“Change of plans,” Tanner said.

The two men unsaddled their horses, hung the tack over a railing, before leading their horses into stalls.

Anytime the boss was upset, he tackled a new project. So Tanner was not surprised when H.G. stepped off the length of the building.

“Two hundred by fifty feet, I think,” H.G. said in a calm voice.

Tanner pulled a notebook from his shirt pocket and began making notations as H.G. continued to give instructions.

“Get with the architect and have him draw up the plans, I want stalls for twenty-four horses, storage for four carriages, and a tack room. Send a wire to Nicholai Yerkhov and order sixteen black Russian trotters.” H.G. fished a business card from this pocket. “Have Mr. Otis come out and give estimates for the installation of two elevators—one that would give access to the fifth floor, executive suites, and a service elevator by the kitchen. Oh, and order a statue of the virgin goddess of innocence and purity and have it sent to Mr. Gregorian & Chelsie O’Brion as a wedding gift.”

Tanner’s eyebrows rose but he held his tongue and made the notation. By the time H.G. stopped talking he had calmed. The two men walked back to the hotel in companionable silence.

Once in the suite, Tanner helped H.G. undress. “The contractors finished the installation of the hot water system. Perhaps you should try it out to see if it’s working properly.

H.G. chuckled. “What would I do without you, my friend?”

“Very well, I’m sure,” Tanner replied taciturnly. He filled the tub and added a drop of sandalwood, the boss’s favorite scent.

H.G. settled into the bath water. “Ah, I believe your right. This will certainly help me to relax.”

Tanner knew H.G. would eventually reveal the circumstances behind what happened tonight.

“I’m done with women,” H.G. said. “You can’t trust them. I thought I had found the perfect one to be my wife, but she turned out to be a two-faced liar. I went into the library thinking I’d just rest for a moment and fell asleep in the alcove. Next thing I know, I’m awakened by Gregorian rutting over in the corner. Well, he can have Chelsie Hildebrandt!”

“I met a sawmill owner on my last trip to New Orleans,” Tanner said. “He told me they were cutting and hauling old growth cypress out of the Black River bottoms. If we used cypress for the new livery, you’d never have to worry about rotting wood.” He handed H.G. a long handle scrub brush.

“I like that idea. Black River bottoms?”

“Yes, sir, the mill is located at Cherry Hill, Arkansas.”

“Looks like you’ll be traveling again, Tanner.”

“Yes, and would you like me to find you a wife while I’m there,” Tanner said cheekily.

H.G.’s golden eyes darkened to amber, “Ha, ha! Your judgment of late has certainly been better than mine.”

“Consider it done, sir.”
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CHAPTER 3
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Cherry Hill, Arkansas

As the Frisco chugged up the last rise of the steep grade, the engineer sounded the whistle in three loud blasts as steel brakes grated against steel and the train rolled into the Cherry Hill Depot. Anxious to complete his business and get back to Missouri, Tanner rose out of his seat as soon as the train stopped and descended the metal steps. His job was purchasing the lumber for the new livery in Jefferson City. The old growth cypress trees had been ferried to a sawmill and cut, so Tanner had traveled with the cash to pay for the timbers and arrange shipping by rail. He caught sight of Henry Canella with a shoulder propped against the side of the station building and raised a hand.

Because of the nature of his business Tanner had opted for blue jeans, a gray chambray shirt, steel toed work boots, and a gray felt Hamburg hat with a black band around the base of the crown. Carrying a black valise with a black moleskin jacket thrown over an arm he navigated through the throng.

Tanner’s eyes caught a flash of yellow and the sight of an exquisitely dressed young miss escorted by an older couple. He paused to study the lady. He did that a lot lately ever since his last conversation with his boss.

By the time Tanner reached Canella, the sawmill owner stood with his fists propped on his hips, a wicked grin on his face.

“I thought you traveled to Arkansas to buy cypress?” Canella said, nodding in the direction of the lady in yellow.

Tanner grinned, “I did.” He headed toward a vendor that had a large white sign with black lettering above their cart—Bonnie Spring Bottled Mineral Water $.05. He stood in line but turned at an angle where he could watch the lady in yellow. “Two,” Tanner said and forked over the coins.

“Get a penny refund if you return the bottles,” the lad behind the cart said.

“Sure thing son.” Tanner handed Canella a bottle. “Is she married?” he asked.

“Engaged.”

“Just my luck,” Tanner said as a young man dressed in a black sack suit stepped down from the train and swung his fiancée around in a circle. Tanner finished off his water and reached for Canella’s empty bottle. “I’m ready to look at that cypress,” he said as he set the bottles on the cart and winked at the boy.

“Hey, mister, don’t you want your refund?”

“Keep it, son,” Tanner said as he walked beside Canella as they left the depot and headed down past the livestock spur. They crossed to a road that ran parallel to another spur and then cut across to the right. Tanner could hear the loud buzzing of the saws before they reached the mill. Workers dressed in jeans, long sleeved shirts, and work boots, had bandanas pulled up over their noses to protect from the dust and wore wide brimmed hats while they operated the steam engine. Instead of yelling over the loud noise of the engine, the workers communicated by signaling with their hands.

Canella gave a signal to stop the steam engine. When it had whined to a halt, he motioned for Tanner to follow him into an office that wasn’t much more than a shed. A huge slab of cypress had been sanded down and varnished and sat atop four, two-foot-tall stumps. Stacks of contracts, bill of ladens and such covered the top of the desk. Behind it stood a drafting table and, on the wall, shelving and open front cases with cubicles that held blueprints.

Henry picked up a stack of papers from the desk and lifted out a contract. He then pulled a blueprint from one of the storage cubicles and rolled it out on the drafting table.

“Grab those edges,” he said. “Following the blueprint, here’s what we cut. He tapped a finger on the list of posts, girts, headers, loft joists, rafters, and pegs. “It’s been stacked and is ready to be loaded on a railcar. I’ve an experienced crew that can travel with the timber and erect this building,” Canella said.

“Okay, so I’ve got four hundred-and-fifty dollars in the timber and another fifty in the shipping. How much more will it cost me to hire your crew?”

“With a ten-man crew, I can have that building up in four weeks. It’ll cost you five hundred,” Henry said.

Tanner’s eyebrows drew together. “I’ll provide rooms, feed the crew three hot meals a day, cooked by a five-star chef, and payment of three hundred dollars upon completion.”

Henry held out a hand, “Done!”

The two men shook hands, then Tanner laid his valise on the desk, unbuckled it, and counted out five one hundred-dollar bills.

Henry’s eyebrows shot up, “Looks like I need to head to the bank before it closes.”

“I’ll walk with you,” Tanner said.

Henry handed the contract to one of the sawmill workers. “Get this timber loaded on railcars,” he ordered.

The two men walked past the train depot and crossed over to Main Street. When they reached the Cherry Hill Bank, Tanner asked. “Can you recommend a hotel and a good place to eat?”

“The Commerce Hotel just down the street,” Henry said. “As far as eating, there’s a celebration out at the Simpson Farm tonight—square dancing and a lot of home cooked food.”

“Sounds good,” Tanner said with a nod.

“I’ll pick you up at the hotel in an hour,” Henry said.

“I’ll be ready.”

––––––––
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Janna helped the older women with the children at the bonfire as the musician’s bow sang across the strings of the fiddle in a lively tune. A caller yelled out commands as four squares of dancers hooted and hollered as they followed the directions. Bystanders clapped to the music, their toes tapping.

Her twin, Kelsey, and her fiancé, Jared Simpson, danced in one of the squares. Mhairi, the oldest of the Quinlin sisters sat with her proxy husband on a quilt spread out on the ground, within a circle of Mhairi’s friends. And Janna had to pretend to be enjoying the celebration.

Loretta, Widow Helm’s daughter joined Janna at the bonfire. “I was surprised when you and Johnny didn’t announce your engagement tonight,” Loretta said. “Why I don’t believe I’ve even seen him tonight.”

Janna smiled weakly. “He had to take a herd of horses to Fort Roots, because the McBride foreman broke his leg. Excuse me, I think I’ll get a bite to eat,” she said and hurried to get away before Loretta could ask any more questions. She walked to a long table filled with dishes of food, picked up a plate and fork and speared a slice of ham.

Miserable over her fight with her beau, Johnny McBride, Janna had not intended to come to the celebration at all, but Kelsey had guilted her into it.

Oh, that’s just great! You’re going to let me face Mhairi and Connor alone!

“Fine!” Janna had yelled as she flung open the door to the chifforobe to stare at the dresses in her trousseau, her eyes had filled with tears. Consistent with her black mood, Janna had jerked out a taffeta gown fashioned with a black bodice with many rows of vertical pleats, each decorated with a strip of pink lace. It had three-quarter length sleeves, a daring neckline, fitted waist and full skirt—black with a wide band of pink lace encircling the skirt midway from the hem. Underneath she wore a pink camisole to cover her décolletage and black leggings.

Black? For our celebration? Kelsey had said, not happy over her selection.

But it was not Janna’s celebration. Even when Johnny returned there was no guarantee that they would reconcile. Kelsey and Jared had announced their engagement and they had announced Mhairi’s marriage, but Johnny’s trip to Fort Roots had ended any chance of their engagement announcement. Besides he said he didn’t love her.

“Hard decision, huh?” a male voice said behind her.

Janna dropped her fork. It hit the table and clattered against the platter of ham. “Oh, Henry, you startled me,” Janna said.

“Quite a celebration with the announcements of Mhairi’s marriage and Kelsey’s engagement,” Henry Canella said with a chuckle. “I’m glad that there will be a man around the farm now. I miss those fishing trips that your dad and I use to take on Spring River,” he said, his voice somber. Henry’s eyebrows drew together. “I had heard rumors that you and Dave McBride’s son would announce your engagement tonight.

Janna sighed. For the umpteenth time, she had to, once again, explain her situation. “Dave’s foreman broke his leg and Johnny had to deliver a herd of horses to Fort Roots,” Janna said, her lips trembling with a weak smile.

A brutish looking fellow, dressed in gray and black walked up behind Henry. “Oh, Janna let me introduce Tanner Brockwell. He just purchased two railcars of cypress wood from my mill.”

“Hello,” Janna said, trying not to stare. The man had deep brown eyes, heavy brows that appeared almost bristle-like, and was very tall with a muscled physique.

“Oops, my wife’s waving for me. Guess it’s time to join the square dancing,” Henry said, hurrying away.

Janna turned back to the spread of food, but none of it appealed to her.

“I ate some of that potato salad earlier. Quite tasty,” Tanner said.

Janna scooped a spoon on her plate and hurried over to a table on the outskirts of the celebration.

“Mind if I join you?” Tanner asked, but then sat down without waiting for a response.

Yes, Janna did mind. She wanted to be alone in her misery, but in good conscience she could not be rude. She shrugged. To keep from having to make small talk, Janna tore the ham with her fingers and stuffed a small piece in her mouth. It tasted delicious and made her realize she had not eaten all day. She cleared her plate in no time flat.

“That chocolate cake was delicious. May I bring you a slice?”

Janna nodded. While Tanner was placing the slices of cake on plates, Beatrice, one of Mhairi’s friends approached and began to flirt with him. Janna thought he had a nice smile. She was kind of glad when he declined Beatrice’s entreaty to square dance.

When Tanner returned and sat down beside her, Janna said. “I’m sorry I was rude to you earlier.”

“Oh, so you can talk,” Tanner teased. He handed her a fork and plate of chocolate cake. “So, you don’t dance?” he asked.

Janna’s eyes filled with sadness. “Oh, yes, I do, but...but,” she paused looking down at her hands. When she looked up into Tanner’s eyes, maybe it was the kindness she saw there. Whatever the reason, the whole sordid story about her and Johnny spilled out. She ended by saying, “I told him I wouldn’t wait for him, but I would have. But he said he didn’t love me.”

“A beautiful young lady like yourself, I’m surprised the young bucks aren’t swarming for your hand.”

Janna shrugged. “I should marry someone before Johnny gets back, just to teach him a lesson.”

Tanner Brockwell’s eyebrows arched, and a pleased smile creased his lips.

Janna giggled. “I guess I’ve shocked you.”

But then Tanner shocked Janna with his next words. “I’m looking for a wife for my boss.”

Janna’s mouth fell open, but each time she tried to speak, the words stuck in her throat. Finally, she squeaked, “Really?”

“Yes,” Tanner said. “Would you be willing to marry him by proxy?”

Janna clasped her hands together tightly and swallowed hard, “Seriously?

“Yes,” Tanner said. “As Henry told you, I’m in town on business, but I’ll be leaving with Henry on Friday for Jefferson City, Missouri. We are currently renovating a hotel, but it will not be finished for at least six more months. So, if you married H.G. by proxy, you would not be expected to move to Missouri until after the renovation was complete.”

“What about the marriage bed?” Janna asked nervously.

“H.G. wants an heir badly. I would say the marriage bed would be fulfilled one month after your arrival.

Janna shocked herself with her reply, “I’ll think about it.”

“Well, Miss Janna, I’ve enjoyed the visit, but I see Henry waving. He must be ready to leave. I’m staying at the Commerce Hotel.
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CHAPTER 4
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Janna lay curled in a fetal position under the bed covers. She hugged a pillow to her chest. She and Kelsey had spent the last three days at Widow Helms while Mhairi and Connor settled in, but on their return, Kelsey had stirred up more trouble by threatening Connor. Janna had made a mess of her life. Johnny didn’t love her. And now a perfect stranger was searching for a wife for his boss. But what shocked Janna the most was that she was actually considering the proposal.

She rolled to her back, tossed off the bed covers and stared at the ceiling. The sound of the front door opening and then closing signaled the family going about their morning chores. Janna quickly arose and hurried through the house. She climbed the ladder to the loft and opened the trunk where Malcolm Quinlin’s clothes had been stored since his death.

The aroma of leather and cherry wood pipe tobacco wafted up. “Oh, Papa, I miss you so!” Janna lifted out a dark red chambray shirt and inhaled the familiar scent. She visualized her father sitting tall and proud astride Prancer—their Quarter horse stallion. Janna hugged the shirt to her chest as she closed the trunk. So much had happened in the years since Papa had died.

Janna and her twin sister, Kelsey had made some terrible decisions. They had been nothing more than spoiled teenagers. Their actions had come close to tearing the Quinlin family apart. A promise to their dying father had set their plans in motion. They thought only of fulfilling their own dreams—never contemplating the effects of their actions. But like a boulder on a mountainside, once it started rolling, it destroyed everything in its path on the way to the bottom.

Carrying her father’s shirt, Janna climbed down from the loft and returned to her bedroom. She inhaled her father’s scent one more time before laying the shirt on her pillow. Just reminiscing about her father calmed Janna’s nerves. Maybe she should accept Tanner Brockwell’s proposal. He said he would be in Cherry Hill until Friday, now three of the five days had passed. She had two more days to make the decision.

Janna searched Kelsey’s trunk for a copy of Mhairi and Connors proxy papers. Sitting at her writing desk she copied the papers, then filled in her name and information in the section for the bride and signed at the bottom. Folding the papers, Janna stuck them in her purse. Even though she had taken this step, feelings of indecision bombarded her. Quit being such a scared ninny! She chastised herself. Maybe, she’d ride to town and consider the proposal on the way. She could use the excuse of needing more yarn.

As she stared at her image in the mirror, her chin jutted, and her face reflected a firm determination. Janna bathed and dressed in a light blue riding habit. She ran a brush through her hair, but instead of twisting it into a bun she decided to wear it loose. She grabbed an apple on her way to the barn.

Mhairi busy weeding the garden seemed to be lost in thought. Sounds of Connor hammering echoed from the blacksmith shed and Kelsey was nowhere in sight.

Although frowned upon as improper for a woman, Papa Quinlin had insisted his daughters use Western style saddles. Good way for a lady to get killed he had always said about side saddles.

A fenced pasture lay behind the barn. Janna whistled and opened the gate for White Star, shooing Black Stockings back. The mare followed her into the barn and waited patiently as Janna fished the expected treat from her pocket. While the mare munched on the apple, Janna used a curry brush to remove all the loose hair. After checking the saddle blanket for burrs, she tossed it over the mare’s back, smoothed it out and then carried a Texas style boy’s saddle from the tack room. It only weighed eight pounds and made it easy for her to throw across the mare’s back. She flipped the right stirrup and girth up over the top and swung it into place.

Janna hummed under her breath as she worked and laughed aloud for the first time in days. She tightened and buckled the cinch then guided the bridle over the mare’s muzzle, then buckled on dual war bags behind the saddle. Janna put her left toe in the stirrup, grabbed the pommel, and swung into the saddle.

For the second time that day, Janna laughed. She tapped White Star in the flanks and sent the mare cantering out of the barn.

Mhairi stopped hoeing, her eyes widened in surprise, but then filled with alarm. “Janna, what are you doing? Where are you going?”

“Do not concern yourself, sister. I’m only riding to Watkins for yarn.”

“Are you sure you should go alone? Maybe you should ask Kelsey to go with you.” Mhairi’s forehead creased as her brows drew together.

Janna smiled. “I’ll be fine.”

During the uneventful ride to Cherry Hill, Janna realized that in the last hour she had not even thought about her beau a single time. What did that mean?

Janna stopped by the mercantile first, but it only delayed the inevitable—if she kept her nerve. She absentmindedly picked up six skeins of yarn, paid for her selections and stored them in a war bag. She rode slowly over to the hotel, almost turning for home twice. Reining in White Star at her destination, she could not pluck up the courage to dismount.

––––––––
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The front door of the hotel opened, and Tanner Brockwell stepped out. “Janna, I didn’t expect to see you,” he said. He arched a brow when she did not respond. “Cat got your tongue?”

“Tell me more about the proposal,” Janna said nervously as she dismounted and tied the mare’s reins to a hitching post.

“Let’s walk,” Tanner said. They strolled down the boardwalk. “My boss, H.G., has always been a risk taker. He's been in the business of buying and restoring old hotels for over fifteen years. In that time, he’s purchased, renovated, and resold hotels in New York, Pennsylvania, Kentucky, Ohio, Illinois and Tennessee, each one a little bit more extravagant than the last and always sold for a hefty profit. He’s currently working on a project in Jefferson City. Tired of traveling and not getting any younger, maybe that’s why he made the decision to make Missouri his home. He’s thirty-two and never been married. He wants a wife by his side for social events, and an heir.”

“Why doesn’t he court someone in Jefferson City?”

Tanner considered his next words. “I’ve never told another soul what I’m about to tell you. Born to aristocracy in southwest England, H.G.’s parents shipped him off to boarding school in France at the age of ten.”

Janna clapped a hand over her mouth, her eyes widening in horror. “That’s awful.”

“The count wanted an heir, but not the bother of raising a son. H.G.’s parents sailed around the world—gambling and partying.”

“No Christmas holidays or vacations?” Janna asked, her eyebrows drawing together.

“Wherever his parents happened to be at the moment—the Riviera, Monte Carlo, Singapore—was home. H.G. saw them once a year at best. While his parents traveled, they released their servants and closed the house in London. He had nowhere to go home to for the holidays.”

“What a terrible way to raise a child!” Janna said.

“H.G.’s father co-owned a shipping company. His parents and his father’s partner all perished when their ship sank off the cape of Africa. Seventeen at the time, when news arrived of his parent’s deaths and with no one else to foot the bill, the school promptly asked him to leave. A frugal boy, H.G. had saved a significant amount of his allowance. He traveled back to England to find that everything including the shipping company had been liquidated. The solicitors told him that the company had been mismanaged. Bankrupt, they had no other recourse except to sell off the assets in order to pay off debtors.”

“Your boss has lived an intriguing life,” Janna said.

“The allowance he had saved didn’t last long. His maternal grandfather had died five years earlier and his maternal grandmother earlier that year. He knew nothing of his paternal grandparents.”
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