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      Larkspur Valley, Wyoming, January 1873

      "Please don't go."

      Twenty-eight-year-old Dr. Hugh Bennington sighed, running his palm down his face in frustration as he looked at his fraternal twin sister Poppy Bennington. She had become Mrs. Weston last year, after being a spinster for longer than she should have been.

      She was looking at him as if he had just announced he was going to war, which was an exaggeration on her part. He was just going to Laramie, the nearest city, which was less than a day's journey by train. It was also the same city where Hugh and his younger brother Anthony had attended school.

      Unfortunately, all of the trains were currently out of commission because of all the snow Larkspur Valley had received. As a result, Hugh was forced to make the journey by horse, which took considerably longer. Fortunately, he was a fast rider.

      While he and Poppy shared the same blue eyes all of the Bennington siblings had, their hair color was different. Hugh had the same inky black hair as his brothers while Poppy's own hair was a buttery yellow.

      Her husband, Finn Weston, wrapped an arm protectively around his wife while giving Hugh a reproachful look. Poppy was four months pregnant, the little belly ballooning underneath her thick wool dress. Since the announcement of her pregnancy, her husband had waited on her hand and foot, as if Finn couldn't be more pathetic.

      Finn and Hugh had never really seen eye to eye. as he was more the older brothers Christopher and Steve's friend rather than Hugh's. Hugh thought Finn was a lovesick fool who lacked a spine because he'd been pining after Poppy for years. Finn, on the other hand, considered Hugh rude and selfish, which Hugh had to admit wasn't exactly a lie.

      "I'll be back before you know it, Pop." Hugh patted her head affectionately. His sisters, especially his twin, were the only ones who managed to bring out his softer side. "I'll only be gone for a few days."

      Hugh's favorite cigars had been unavailable for months. Mr. Simon, the owner of the mercantile, had assured him he simply hadn't received his packages, but Hugh had a feeling it was because the Benningtons had been less than kind to his beast of a daughter, Chrissy.

      As a result, he had to make the journey into the city, which was the reason for his sister's fussy nature. Hugh had to go now, as it was the first time in months he hadn't had to deliver a baby, no one was sick and no one was dying. If he didn't go now, he wouldn't have a decent break until the summer, after he delivered Poppy's baby.

      She wrinkled her nose. "I still don't understand why you are going all the way over there for cigars. It's such a nasty habit, Hugh. Mr. Howard from church is convinced cigars will end up killing men someday."

      "Mr. Howard also believes that one day, we will be able to roam the skies like birds. I wouldn't take his words to heart, sis."

      Poppy looked like she was going to argue, but Finn interrupted, "Let him go, sweetheart, he's a grown man. He knows what he's doing. Don't guilt yourself. Whatever foolish decision he makes is his alone."

      Hugh scowled at him.

      Poppy bit her lower lip worriedly. "Just hurry home, Hugh. The weather is so terrible, I worry about you. The last thing I need is for you to be lost in a snowstorm."

      His sister thought that just because he didn't have a wife fussing over him, Hugh must surely be incompetent. Being blissfully in love and being their wives' lapdogs might suit Christopher and Steve fine, but Hugh enjoyed having the company of a different woman every night.

      He had never been one to form strong, loving relationships outside his family, never properly courted a woman. Hugh thought most women were boring and had the attention span of a bird. Hugh would probably remain a bachelor forever, which suited him just fine. His work as a doctor kept him perfectly busy.

      "I'll be back in two shakes of a lamb's tail, Pop." Hugh kissed her forehead. "Just focus on keeping my little niece or nephew safe in your belly."

      Hugh didn't bother saying goodbye to Finn. The air was bitterly cold as he got on top of his horse and headed towards Laramie. Hugh hadn't bothered telling the rest of his siblings about his little trip; he would let Poppy squeal like she always did.

      Besides, Hugh doubted any of his siblings besides Poppy would notice he was gone. Christopher and Steve were busy with their families, Anthony was busy as the church pastor, Iris spent every minute of the day studying so she could pass her teaching exam, and Lily was no doubt busy scrapbooking or doing whatever young girls currently obsessed over.

      Not to mention, Hugh was in no mood to hear a scolding delivered by his older brothers. He loved them, but Chris and Steve still treated him like a troubled fourteen-year-old at times. No, it was better this way. The less they knew, the better. Hugh would just pick up six months' worth of cigars and return back to Larkspur Valley.

      Once or twice, he thought about hiring another doctor to help him at his practice, but then he was quickly reminded that he was annoyed by most people, leading him to dismiss the idea. It was better this way. Hugh was, and would always be, a loner.

      The trip to Laramie turned out to be more of a hassle than he had anticipated. For starters, the trip by horse went mind-numbingly slow compared to traveling by train. Even though Hugh was an expert rider growing up on a successful cattle ranch, he didn't particularly enjoy riding in the blistering cold.

      Hugh longed for a Wyoming summer. At least then, he didn't have to deal with the sudden occurrence of snowstorms or an endless amount of patients who only came in for a sniffle.

      When he finally made it to the city and secured his packages, Hugh briefly wondered how his life would have been different if he had moved to the city to open his practice instead of returning to his childhood home of Larkspur Valley. 

      He would probably be earning more money, there would be more entertaining things for him to do, and he would no doubt be surrounded by lovelier women than he had in his dull little town.

      Anthony, his pestering little brother, had asked him once why he didn't just stay in the city, but Hugh had ignored him. The reality was he would have missed his family too much. Even though Laramie wasn't far from Larkspur Valley, Hugh would have still felt the emptiness. The years he had spent away attending medical school had been hard enough. Besides, his family might be a pain at times, but they stuck up for each other, and his parents' graves were in Larkspur Valley. He couldn't leave.

      Hugh stayed the night at an inn in the city and even kept his promise to his twin and was good, by not hiring a prostitute. The next morning, he ventured back to Larkspur Valley, silently cursing himself for being so stupid and coming into the city in the midst of this unpredictable weather.

      Hugh wasn't much of a worrier, but even he was concerned as snow started coming down. His horse started whining in protest. He had lived through enough Wyoming winters to know this was a snowstorm that was preparing to descend on him.

      The middle Bennington brother continued on his path even though he wasn't quite sure where he was going. There wasn't anything out here for miles. Continuing was better than staying where he was and freezing to death. The last thing he needed was for his siblings to find his corpse.

      He breathed a sigh of relief and thanked the God he wasn't even sure existed when he found a small cabin. It was shabby and not well made, but it was better than nothing. Best of all, it looked abandoned, so he didn't have to beg for shelter or make small talk.

      Hugh opened the door and frowned. He had been expecting it to be empty, but it actually looked cozy.

      Someone did live here if the shabby couches, cracked plates and cups, and clean laundry all over the place were any indication.

      He cleared his throat, touching his pistol inside his coat pocket. His brother Steve, the sheriff of Larkspur Valley, always told him to carry a weapon in case of emergencies. Chris and he followed the rule dutifully, while Anthony thought they were silly. But then again, he was a pastor.

      Hugh wasn't a fan of shooting anyone, mainly because it was a pain to pull the bullet out of someone. Still, he wasn't opposed to defending himself. To be honest, he liked a little violence, which was why he had almost been kicked out of medical school for all of the fights he had gotten himself in.

      "Hello? Is anyone here?" He cleared his throat as he put on a cheerful, fake voice. "I am not here to hurt anyone. I would just like a place to stay for the night. My name is Dr. Hugh Bennington."

      Silence.

      Hugh smiled. Maybe the place was abandoned after all. Lucky him.

      He started looking around the small kitchen, desperate for food, but he found only tea bags and a small loaf of stale bread. Hugh scoffed as he closed the cabinet. Thankfully, he had brought a bit of food with him; he was hopeful it would last him until the storm died off.

      A pair of lacy drawers caught his attention as he picked them up. They were small and delicate looking, which made him wonder why women liked lacy, unpractical underthings if they were just going to be ripped by their husbands.

      The door flew open as Hugh turned around, still holding on to the lacy underthings. He was ready to pull out his gun if necessary.

      A woman stood before him, dressed messily in men's winter clothes which were too big on her small frame. She was carrying a pathetic amount of wood and her bright red curls were stuck to her forehead.

      The woman's eyes widened when she saw him holding on to her lacy drawers. "Don't touch that!"

      Her face flushed adorably, obviously not expecting him inside her property. Hugh was glad she didn't have a husband; otherwise, he would have probably beaten Hugh to a bloody pulp.

      She took a step forward, no doubt ready to smack him. Her eyes widened when she felt her foot slip as she tumbled backwards, feet up in the air.

      Hugh heard her head hit the wet floor before she became still. He groaned. He really did have the worst luck in the world. Now, he had to play savior.
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      Susannah Cassidy's teeth chattered as she tied the small, frail pieces of wood with a piece of an old sheet she had torn up just this morning. The amount of wood she had in front of her was pathetic, but she had to rely on whatever branches the nearby trees had tossed. She couldn't wield the heavy ax, and wasting money paying for lumber was a fool's choice. Not that she had the money to pay for it, either, not to mention the horse and wagon had been one of the first things sold in order to give her dear late husband, Harry, a decent funeral.

      Susannah let out a series of curses as her frail fingers struggled to tie the sheet holding the wood. Her hands were trembling as if they belonged to an eighty-year-old woman and not a twenty-five-year-old.

      When she finally managed to tie her package, she breathed a sigh of relief. Susannah managed to place the package over her shoulder as she made her way back to her little farm. Susannah had three coats over her dress, her husband's old boots, Harry's old hat, a scarf, and gloves, yet she was still freezing.

      Susannah had lived in Wyoming for seven years, since she and Harry had married and come in their little wagon from Kansas. She sighed. That seemed so long ago, when they had been young and full of dreams.

      A chill knocked down her hat, but she was too cold and too tired to get it. Harry would surely understand. Besides, he hated that hat; he used to say it made his ears look too big. She smiled at the memory.

      This had to be the worst winter in Wyoming history, she thought as she trudged along.

      Susannah's entire body trembled from the cold. She was surprised she was still able to move at all. It felt like her lips and limbs were frozen. Her eyelids felt heavy, almost like her body longed to go to sleep, but she refused to allow it. Falling asleep outside in the snow, was a guaranteed death. Many people had died that way and Susannah wouldn't be another victim.

      She just had to get home, build her meager little fire, and settle down with a nice cup of tea while she tried to ignore her rumbling belly. There was very little food left in the cupboard and she had to make it stretch until the elderly Mr. Wilson could take her into the city once the snow stopped falling.

      After her husband's death two years ago, she had relied on the neighbors' pity, but pity only went on for so long. They all urged her to return to Kansas, but she didn't have any money and her only family, Ma and Pa, had died of tuberculosis shortly after she and Harry settled in Wyoming.

      And she couldn't leave the farm. It was Harry's dream, and now that he was gone, she supposed it ought to be her dream too. 

      They had left Kansas in search of better opportunities, and as Harry had mentioned, better growing soil. Harry had planned on growing corn, sugar beets, and lettuce, but when the first two years brought dismal growth, he'd tried his hand at hog raising and butchering. The next two years were hard, and Susannah shuddered when she remembered how sticky her hands had felt with pig grease and how disgusting butchering time was. But she had done it all to help Harry.

      The last year Harry had been alive had been the worst one yet. The little money they had earned from hog raising had been used to pay Harry's medical bills when he'd become sick. The doctor hadn't been quite sure what illness Harry had. Only that his illness had been "in the bones" because Harry's joints had become painful the last few months before his death and he had struggled to move them.

      Before dying, Harry had made Susannah promise she would keep working on the farm.

      It had been a loud, tiring, depressing journey. For the past two years since Harry's death, Susannah had been trying her best to keep her promise to her late husband. She had tried her hand at corn growing again, since hogs were too much work for just one person, but her crop, so far, had been pitiful.

      Susannah had been relying on the few vegetables she'd managed to grow and the money she had received from selling her and Harry's personal belongings. It had been painful, but she hadn't had anything else she could sell.

      Tears pooled in her eyes when she wondered what would become of her. She had no money and nothing else of value. With her luck, she would end up as a lady of the night.

      She breathed a sigh of relief when she approached her warm little cabin. Her stomach grumbled angrily. "Not to worry, I am almost there," she mumbled. "Then we will have a cup of hot tea."

      Susannah struggled to twist the doorknob with her trembling hands, but she finally did. She expected to find her sitting room exactly as she had left it, pitiful and pathetic, but neat. 

      Instead, her green eyes flew open at the scene in front of her. There was a man in her tiny kitchen. A tall, strong man by the looks of it, or maybe it was his thick winter riding coat which made him look bulky.

      The man had thick, glossy black hair the color of coal, perfectly preserved despite the harsh winds. His skin was a rosy-pink due to the cold and his eyes were a harsh blue which gave him an unfriendly demeanor.

      There was a pinched look on his face, as if her poverty was beneath him. Who was this man? What was he doing here? Was he a murderer? Worse, a debt collector?

      Susannah opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out, while her legs shook like the cranberry jelly Mama had made during her last Thanksgiving at home.

      She finally made a squealing sound like a piglet when she saw that he held her lacy drawers in his hands. "Don't touch that!"

      A man hadn't been inside her home touching her things since Harry died. It felt unwelcome and unnatural.

      Susannah moved her foot forward, but it was still slippery due to the snow and she ended up tumbling backwards, feet up in the air.

      She felt a sharp pain in the back of her head before everything went black.
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      Seven years ago

      "It's not much," Harry said sheepishly as the young, eighteen-year-old couple made their way inside the small cabin he had built for them.

      Susannah peeked inside, an excited smile on her face. After riding in a covered wagon for months and sleeping inside it or on the ground during their travels, she was just excited to sleep somewhere with an actual roof.

      She pushed back her sunbonnet until it was hanging loosely around her neck. Her green eyes shone excitedly as she looked at the small cabin that her darling husband had built with his own two hands. It reminded her of the home she had lived in with Ma and Pa, back in Kansas. Harry had even started building furniture.

      The young woman touched her flat stomach. She hoped Harry knew how to build a crib when the time came. She couldn't wait to be a mother and she thought the small farm in Wyoming would be the perfect place to raise a family.

      "I promise I will make it grander," Harry quickly promised, taking her silence as disappointment. "You'll see, Sue, as soon as the first crops come next year, we'll have enough money to make the house bigger and buy you as many Sunday dresses as you want."

      "The church is so far away, Harry." Susannah giggled as she wrapped her arms around her husband. "I love our little place because it was made with your own two hands. Thank you, Harry."

      Harry looked at her in adoration. "You sure you won't regret coming to Wyoming and being a farmer's wife, my darling Sue?"

      Susannah shook her head. "Never. Our farm will be successful; you'll see. Our children will take it over when we are old and gray. We'll tell them how Grandpa Harry and Grandma Susannah came to Wyoming to follow their dreams."
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      Susannah Jane Cassidy.

      The only reason Hugh knew the fainting woman's name was because she had stupidly sewn her name on every piece of clothing she owned, even her drawers. Not even Lily, his baby sister who was still a child, did that.

      Hugh hoped Susannah would wake up, then they would be able to brush away this incredibly embarrassing moment, and he would be on his merry way. Hugh would sleep in a tree as long as he didn't have to be near this dramatic woman.

      Hugh had no patience for hysterical women, especially when his sisters—excluding Lily—and his sisters-in-law—with the exception of Ruby—were all practical women.

      However, she did not wake up and, instead, seemed to grow paler, to the point he could see the slight veins poking from under her pale skin.

      He started shaking her slightly, hoping she would wake up. Susannah didn't move.

      "Susannah," he growled. "Wake up! Susannah! Now is not the time to sleep."

      Susannah didn't budge. This was when he noticed her wet clothes were sticking to her body and her cheeks were flushed, while the rest of her face was pale. He pressed a hand against her forehead. Definitely a fever.

      Could be the beginning signs of influenza or pneumonia.

      Hugh groaned. He couldn't just leave her alone now. His conscience wouldn't let him, especially since the woman didn't seem to have a husband, even with the ring on her finger, nor children.

      He scooped her up, surprised at how light she was despite the wet clothes she was wearing. He didn't think she weighed much more than Lily.

      There was a small bed in the tiny bedroom at the back of the house. He was surprised how comfortable someone could be in such a small cabin. Then again, his own father had made sure each of his seven children had their own bedroom growing up, so he wasn't used to being cramped. Even his bachelor home had three perfectly sized bedrooms.

      Susannah stirred a bit in her sleep as soon as he put her down on the bed. Then her eyes flew open. Green eyes, the color of pine trees, stared back at him. Her mouth opened slightly, giving her the appearance of a frightened rabbit.

      Hugh gripped her by the shoulders as gently as he could so she didn't stand up in a panic, especially since he didn't know how hard she had hit her head.

      "Mrs. Cassidy," he said calmly, in a way that was supposed to make her more comfortable, but which only seemed to make her panic more. "My name is Dr. Hugh Bennington. I'm sorry for intruding. Please don't move. You might have injured your head. I was caught in the snow and thought this cabin was abandoned."

      Susannah shook her head as she struggled to speak. "My husband, Harry, and I live here."

      "Where is Harry?"

      What kind of man left his wife alone to gather wood in the middle of a snowstorm? His married brothers would first cut off their limbs before exposing their wives to such dangers.

      "D-dead."

      Then she fainted.

      Hugh sighed as he looked at her. It seemed he could never truly escape his work. Thankfully, he was good at what he did.

      What he needed to do next, was get Susannah out of these wet clothes. Thankfully, she was passed out and he didn't have to deal with her silly female sensibilities. His sister-in-law, Ruby, accused him of having a poor bedside manner, but Hugh didn't understand what was so embarrassing about the human body.

      Hugh had seen plenty of humans naked. Women should consider themselves lucky that they had a more attractive figure than males.

      His large, rough hands removed her wet clothes from her body. They were thin, completely ruined by the snow. Then he removed her chemise, corset, and drawers, until Susannah was fully naked.

      Hugh managed to find a nightgown draped over one of the ugly looking chairs in her bedroom and kept it handy. She didn't seem to have a cough, so it couldn't be pneumonia; not that influenza was much better.
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