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      Dear Reader,

      Welcome to a new Belle Fourche series. If you’ve been with me for a while, you know that the Brothers of Belle Fourche series is one of my most popular. This series runs congruent to it, and you’ll see characters from that series within this one.

      Though this is marked as Book Two (and it is), there is a special optional story that released in April 2022 in a very special way. Be sure to follow my newsletter or join our special Facebook group to get Wherever the Road Will Lead and many more exclusive books.

      In this story, you’ll be introduced to two families. One, the Douglas family, own cattle and are cattle barons. They own a huge swath of land that abuts Johlman Valley, a valley they would love to have all to themselves. Trouble is, the Johlman family—the other family, a sheep-ranching one—own that bit of land and have lived there two months longer than the Douglas family.

      Both families are willing to do whatever it takes to either get or keep that valuable bit of property. You may take sides in this feud, just as the people of Belle Fourche have. It’s hard not to. My aim, as an author, is to paint a story so real you forget that these people aren’t really in a land battle and aren’t really trying to deal with the wonder of new love coupled with the pain of a deep, long-lasting feud.

      Let’s turn the page and meet the Douglas family.

      

      Kari

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            From the back cover

          

        

      

    

    
      Armstrong has never had a choice in his life.

      Pa has decided everything from who his friends are to when he would take over their huge cattle spread. He’s made plenty of enemies in Belle Fourche, SD, along the way, especially their neighbors—the sheep-ranching Johlmans.

      When a judge arrives in town to look into all the misdeeds of both families, Armstrong’s carefully planned world begins to crumble, particularly when he meets the judge’s daughter. A woman who could have his heart, unless her father finds out what his family has been doing.

      

      Dosha Cattrel’s father has threatened every man who’s shown interest in her. She’s given up hope of ever finding someone perfect enough to suit him, much less love her.

      Her father brings her and a secretive Pinkerton agent to Belle Fourche to investigate a land war. She fully expects to be bored silly until she meets Armstrong, one of the very men under her father’s spyglass. What Armstrong doesn’t know is that she is related to the Johlmans, his fiercest enemies.

      Can a secret love survive the light of day, or will secrets kill the growing love between them?

      Preorder this sweet, forbidden frontier romance today!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 1


          

        

      

    

    
      Armstrong Douglas wasn’t one to run. He gripped the table and waited for Pa’s explosion. Pa’s face said fury was coming, fast. Red veins bulged at the base of his neck as his face turned the color of a fall apple.

      “You did what?” The question was directed to Armstrong’s cousin, Quincy Phelps, but Armstrong could just as well have been the target, since he was supposed to have kept an eye on the man.

      “I married her. It’s all part of the plan.” Quincy lounged back, slouched in his chair.

      Didn’t Quincy understand the power Pa held? Armstrong shifted in his seat, glad Pa’s ire wasn’t directed at him for a change. Fists clenched, Pa slammed his hands down on the desk, sending pencils and papers flying.

      “You married a Johlman!” Pa paced to the right, raking a hand through his hair. “I thought better of you. I had every intention of writing you into my will after what you went through. But this?” He sucked in a breath that seemed to pull all the air from the room. “This is low, even for you. You obviously take after your father.” His lip curled in a snarl after mentioning the man his sister had married. “Get out of my office. Don’t come back here, you filthy Johlman lover.”

      Times had changed, and while Armstrong hated sheep and wanted Johlman Valley—currently occupied by the sheep farmers, his family called it, Peace Valley—he hated the name-calling and threats between the two families. If they could buy out the Johlman’s, maybe his family could live in peace and Pa wouldn’t be so blamed angry all the time.

      Armstrong had even caught himself showing anger a few times, resorting to fists when he knew better. He’d talked to the preacher about that one. But when Preacher O’Hare had suggested he make amends himself, he’d thanked the man and walked away. Pa would have his hide if he ever asked forgiveness from a Johlman. This conversation now was proof enough of that.

      Quincy chuckled and swiped a hand under his nose. “You think you can get rid of me so easily?” He shifted in his chair, slowly sitting up as his laughter changed to something almost sinister. “This isn’t the last you’ll hear from me.” Quincy fit his hat just so on his head, looking as arrogant as Armstrong knew him to be. “You made some promises, and I intend to make sure you keep them.”

      He strode from the room with his shoulders squared. Armstrong had to give his cousin credit where it was due; he held up well under pressure. How Quincy could stand to be around Hannah Johlman for more than a few minutes was more than he could fathom, but he wasn’t the one who had to keep company with her.

      Once he was sure Quincy was well out of earshot, Armstrong stood and headed to the window so he could be sure Pa wouldn’t see his face as he spoke. “He knows a lot. About our land and theirs.” He was careful with his words, as saying the name of the neighbors was enough to put Pa in a foul temper, and that was as good as gone already.

      Pa’s response was a grumble. “I’m aware. Tell all the men. All of them. If they see Quincy, they are to tell him nothing. He’s to stay out of the barn. He’s not allowed in the fences. Escort him off like the Johlman he is.” His voice rose. “This feels like a plot with those people.”

      Armstrong let out the air he’d been holding. He’d warned Pa early on about letting Quincy live on site when he’d worked for the Johlmans. He’d warned him that there was a rumor in town about Quincy and Hannah getting along mighty fine. But Pa hadn’t listened because he’d been sure any relative of his would know better.

      So be it, thought Armstrong. He’d never be caught dead with any relation to a Johlman. Not even distantly.

      “I need you to go on into town and pick up a shipment coming in on the train. It’s a pretty big crate.” Pa had hired about fifteen men to work for him, but he’d send Armstrong to town anyway for foolish errands like picking up a shipment.

      Armstrong wanted to point out that he was nearing the age of part ownership—the day Pa had been training him for his entire life. A day that both couldn’t come fast enough and would also probably be better if it never came at all. Instead he asked, “What are you sending your right-hand man to pick up?” He crossed his arms, refusing to look back at Pa to see the condescension he knew Pa felt.

      “It’s none of your concern. It’s none of anyone’s concern what I order and what I do with my money while it’s still mine. Get the wagon and go.” He pointed to the door, ignoring Armstrong’s cheek at calling himself Pa’s “right hand”.

      Armstrong glanced at Pa’s reflection in the window and turned to leave. He made it almost to the door before Pa spoke again. “If you ever do something so stupid as your cousin…I’ll disown you. Don’t think for a moment that I won’t. I’ll run this ranch until they plant me six feet under before I let any Johlman blood on this land.”
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        * * *

      

      Dosha Cattrel looked out the window of the hired motorcar and tried to ignore her father’s rough voice. He’d insisted she come along to help, but she knew better. He didn’t trust her to be at home—even with his hired servants—alone; or rather, under the sole influence of Mother.

      His voice droned on now while he told the Pinkerton agent who’d accompanied them—whose name was Blake something-or-other—about his niece and the implication that something was amiss with the local sheriff. Cousin Margaret had always tried to make her husband sound innocent, but Father had never allowed Dosha to get close to that branch of the family tree. He’d always called Bodey Johlman “trouble” and Cousin Margaret “foolish” for marrying him.

      The brief, urgent note requesting help had made Dosha’s father smug. Even more than usual. His niece had requested his help, which meant he’d been right all these years. There was no proving Papa wrong. Ever.

      “So, we must think of a plausible reason for Dosha to be with you…” Father frowned deeply.

      Her skin prickled to life at the use of her given name. Father, of all people, should want this strange man to use her family name so as to remain formal and aloof. Situations like this one were the very reason for formality, so why would Father use her given name?

      Blake tugged on his sleeves. “Sir, it’s highly irregular for me to work with anyone…untrained.” He glanced at Dosha dismissively with ice-blue eyes. He wasn’t unattractive with those eyes or his broad shoulders and tailored suit, yet she had no interest in him beyond that. He fit in quite well next to her father. No, it was she who was out of place.

      “Irregular or not, you’ll make it happen. It’s possible people will remember I’m Margaret Johlman’s uncle; we did come from Deadwood after all. They are unlikely to know about Dosha. A simple switch of her name to yours, and now she isn’t my relation at all. It will be safer for her that way as well, if what Margaret says is true and there’s a battle between her husband and their neighbor.”

      Agent Blake Oregon frowned deeply. “Isn’t that the entire reason we’re here? Wasn’t that your niece’s biggest concern?” He flexed his fingers and gripped his knees in obvious agitation.

      “No, we’re here to investigate the sheriff. My niece feels he’s corrupt. In a town where there is no other law, a corrupt sheriff leaves people helpless.”

      Mr. Oregon glanced at Dosha. Was that an apology deep in his eyes? If it had been, it lasted only a moment. He looked away and asked, “What about Seth Bullock? He’s turning Deadwood around, despite Al Swearengen and his Gem Theater.” Mr. Oregon’s eyes flashed to her again as if he suddenly remembered her presence. “Excuse the reference, Miss Cattrel.”

      Heat bloomed up her cheeks. She was aware peripherally of what happened in the Gem, since her father spoke of it often with other government officials. But she wasn’t supposed to have any idea. A genteel woman shouldn’t.

      Father barked loudly, “Stop calling her that. This driver doesn’t need to know her name. Her name is Dosha. Use it.”

      So, they’d come to an understanding before she was brought into the conversation that this would happen. That’s why her father had slipped and used her given name before.

      “Pardon me.” The Pinkerton agent crossed his arms and frowned as he stared out the window. The car was chilly, and Dosha’s breath caught in the air between them, giving away the fact that she was rattled by this entire mess. If only she could’ve stayed at home.

      “And you”—Father leveled a long finger at her—“will call him Blake. No questions asked. Understand?”

      His tone brooked no argument. She would follow his word to the letter because she had no idea what the consequences would be otherwise and didn’t want to find out. They would be harsh. He wasn’t a soft man.

      “Understood,” she mumbled. “What I don’t understand is why you didn’t simply leave me at home with Mother.” Daring to question him would rile him, but putting her in the middle of a dangerous situation made no sense.

      “Your mother is not to be trusted.” He waved away her concern and turned his attention to Blake once again. “I don’t know if Sheriff Coulter has been bought off by the Douglas family or if a third party is at fault. Margaret is only completely certain her husband is not involved because they had to pay some sort of egregious fine for the release of their sons.”

      Blake nodded slightly. “I see. And what will you do while I’m nannying your daughter and investigating?”

      Dosha’s hackles prickled down her spine. How dare he? She was twenty and fully capable of watching out for herself. “Mr. Oregon!” She opened her mouth to say more, but—

      Father pounded his fist on his knee. “What did I just say?” His voice thundered within the enclosed car making the driver finally look back at them through the window.

      “Everything all right back there?” There was glass separating them, but the driver could still hear them.

      The new Rolls Royce landaulette was different from other motorcars she’d been in—it was fashioned as a taxi with two enclosed rows of seats behind a driver. Father and Blake sat just behind the driver, and Dosha faced forward in the rear, leaving her to look at the driver’s face.

      “We’re fine. Just keep driving,” Father thundered.

      She pitied the driver. While she, Father and Mr. Oregon at least sat enclosed, his seat was out in the cold weather, with only a layer of glass in front of him to protect him from the biting cold. As if he felt her thoughts, the driver tugged his hat lower over his ears and muttered something that sounded like “pardon,” but could’ve been any number of words.

      She ignored her father's and Blake’s planning, focusing instead on the dark, cut granite along the roadside cliffs of the curvy roads. She adored the Black Hills, but soon the car would come out on the other side, past Deadwood, to the rolling, grassy hills of Belle Fourche.

      Before long, they pulled into town and stopped at the train station in front of a woman with a scarf wrapped softly around her head, framing a lovely face that looked much like a feminine form of her father’s, but gentler. While Dosha and her cousin shared the same brown hair, Cousin Margaret’s was somehow warm where soft curls escaped her wrap. Her eyes were blue, like Father’s and Dosha’s, but kind, not cold. In that instant, Dosha wished she’d known Cousin Margaret for longer.

      The driver stepped down and opened the door, helping her father first, then Blake, but it was Blake who picked right up on the ruse and waved the driver away, taking Dosha’s hand to help her down from the car.

      “There you are, dear.” His honeyed words most likely didn’t sound fake to anyone else, but they made Dosha grit her teeth. She would never hear such endearments as reality, only as playacting.

      “Thank you.” She tucked her chin and glanced back at Margaret Johlman.

      In the next instant, her cousin gasped and reached for her scarf, pulling it lower over her eyes. She turned her body away, and the wind caught the thin fabric of her scarf, yanking it from her head and sending it floating on the breeze.

      A handsome man just behind her dashed off after it. He had blond hair, broad shoulders, and was everything Dosha’s father and Blake were not. His dusty trousers and ranch hat spoke of a life of hard work, probably in a saddle. After catching the errant accessory, he jogged back toward them, a smile highlighting his strong jaw.

      Cousin Margaret covered her face as if she were hideous and didn’t see him stop at her shoulder.

      “Here you are, ma’am.” He held out the wrap toward her.

      An awkward silence hung over them as they waited for Cousin Margaret to respond and accept the cover. Finally, Dosha stepped forward. “Thank you so much.” She curtseyed, unable to stop her lips from curving into a smile.

      His eyes met hers, and the pop between them almost knocked her on her rear. Lands, she could lose herself in those eyes. He smiled softly. “Weren’t nothing.”

      Dosha ran her fingers over the soft scarf to give her something to do with her hands that didn’t involve reaching out and trying to keep him where he was. If her cousin hadn’t ducked her head and turned away, she might have done just that.

      “I’m Miss…” She hesitated as Blake gripped her elbow.

      “Missus, dear,” Blake corrected. “We only just married.” He held out his hand for the man. “Mr. and Mrs. Blake Oregon, and we do thank you.”

      Dosha’s father finally stepped forward. “Yes, good of you.” He stepped in front of Margaret as if to protect her, and Dosha’s stomach flipped. He’d never done any such thing for her. He’d always insisted she go through the hard parts of life on her own to understand how to live them.

      The man shook hands with Blake and her father. “Armstrong Douglas. Are you new to Belle Fourche?” He glanced around to each person, his eyes snagging on her for a moment longer than necessary.

      Her father answered first. “Yes, just arrived, actually. We need to find a place to stay for a few weeks.”

      “Oh?” Mr. Douglas cocked his head. “Visiting someone?”

      While the question would be one anyone would ask a newcomer to any town, Dosha tensed with pressure. Anything beyond a quick '”yes” would give more information than they wanted to give. Especially since this man had to be of some relation to the Douglas family who’d caused so much trouble for Margaret’s family. No wonder she’d hidden her face.

      “Yes, we’re here for a few weeks to visit family, then back to Custer,” her father filled in. “Thank you again,” he said to dismiss Mr. Douglas.

      “My pa would probably want me to invite you out to the ranch for a meal, you being new to the area and all. Welcome you to town.”  Mr. Douglas’s stance shifted and he crossed his arms, no longer looking expressly welcome as he had a moment before.

      While he’d posed the invitation, Dosha got the distinct impression they wouldn’t be welcome, although whether by Armstrong or someone else, she wasn’t certain.

      Her father turned back to him and nodded brusquely. “Yes, yes. I’ll leave a note with the mercantile. You can contact me there with the particulars. We’d be happy to.”

      Blake’s deep pressure on Dosha’s elbow increased, telling her he would’ve turned the man down, but she couldn’t help feeling a keen excitement to see Mr. Douglas again. While she was posing as married, she actually wasn’t, and he was so uniquely different from the other men she’d met as a judge’s daughter.

      Her father frowned, bringing her back to reality. Father would never, ever, allow her to marry. He’d make excuses and threaten whomever made their presence known, just as he’d always done. Then her suitor would be frightened off, leaving her alone once again.

      “Then I’ll have Pa leave a note for you in the next day or so. Pleased to meet you.” Armstrong touched his hat slightly and went around them, purposely avoiding Margaret.

      Cousin Margaret recovered herself quickly and wrapped her scarf in place while stealing quick glances over her shoulder. “Well, isn’t that lovely? You’ve secured an invitation to the lion’s den.” She tucked stray curls under the delicate fabric. “If you know what’s good for you, you won’t mention such an invitation to my husband. Come along. The car is waiting.”
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      Father’s arguing disrupted Dosha’s concentration as she tried to remember all that was expected of her. “Call him Blake. Don’t encourage anger. Get everything right. Don’t look at Armstrong,” she repeated under her breath.

      “Just how do you expect us to arrive there without announcing we’re staying with the Johlmans? Every blasted car and horse has their name or brand plastered all over it.”

      Dosha winced at her father’s grumbling. At least she was safe to react to his outrage far away in her room. While she didn’t want to take sides until Blake furthered his investigation, she could understand why the family would mark everything they owned if they were living in constant fear of theft.

      She pinned her fashionable, feminine iteration of a top hat in place and angled her face left and right in front of the mirror, pinching her cheeks for color. She was accustomed to having a servant help her dress, but the Johlmans didn’t have a maid for that sort of thing.

      Alice, Cousin Margaret’s daughter (Dosha had tried to figure out the exact relation to herself and had come to the assumption she was a first cousin once removed) wasn’t warm toward Dosha. They’d met, but Alice seemed lost without her sister, and her studies took much of her time. The silence had left Dosha lonely the last few days.

      She left her room and wandered past Alice’s room on her way down the stairs. Perhaps the two could become closer if she could bring Alice along, but Alice would never be allowed to go to the Douglas ranch, and no one was supposed to know Dosha and her father were connected to the Johlmans, as that would make investigating more difficult.

      “Good evening. You look stunning.” Blake nodded up at Dosha, falling into his role the moment she entered.

      While he had training in how to act, she didn’t. Her father could assume she was capable, but that remained to be seen. Speaking and acting like she was actually married to a complete stranger wouldn’t be easy. There was a comfort that came with marriage that they hadn’t attained yet, and the mere idea of becoming so familiar with Blake left her uneasy.

      “Thank you.” Heat bloomed up her cheeks as everyone turned to stare.

      “Yes, yes. You look fine,” Father grumbled. “Bodey! What vehicle should we take?”

      Margaret’s husband had been a rare sight over the last two days. Dosha had felt his displeasure at their presence, as if he knew Blake wasn’t there just to look at the sheriff.

      Bodey Johlman limped toward them, leaning heavily on a gnarled wooden cane. “You can take the buggy. Alice’s horse doesn’t have the Johlman brand, since we assume she’ll leave and take it with her.” He scowled. “Adam, the foreman, can hitch it up for you.”

      Dosha flinched. She’d spent her life reading people and their subtle meaning of words or phrases based on their expressions or even their way of standing. Bodey was insulting her father’s lack of knowledge of how to hitch a buggy, but her father didn’t seem to catch the slight.

      Blake draped a wool cape around her shoulders. “It will be chilly. Are you ready?” he whispered close to her ear for only her to hear.

      She gave a quick nod and willed herself not to blush at his familiarity. Tonight would be long indeed if she reddened and ducked every time her “husband” came near. After all, he would be the only one in the Douglas home she could speak to.

      “Are you certain I must go?” she asked, though she wanted to for the inexplicable temptation to see Armstrong again. Her marriage was a lie, and Armstrong held her fascination, at least until her father found out and frightened him off.

      “I am. The Douglases would consider it an affront if you don’t, and the note said Mrs. Douglas was particularly pleased about your attendance.”

      Margaret stood from her chair on the other side of the sitting room where she’d been practically hiding. “Her name is Alexa.”

      Bodey scowled at her. “It isn’t like they’ll become friends. Louis keeps her pretty much under lock and key so she doesn’t say anything that would hurt his name, not that it would take much.”

      Margaret met him with an equally fierce scowl, making Dosha wonder if there were more between the women than Margaret was allowed to say.

      Dosha held her head high, meeting Cousin Margaret’s gaze. “I’ll be sure to be civil and kind.”

      Father leaned forward, pulling his hat over his brow. “You’ll say nothing unless you’re asked and only if Blake and I are not in the room, though I don’t know why we wouldn’t be.” He shrugged his coat on. “Let’s be going.”

      A few inches of fluffy snow lined the wooden rails along the road and bedecked the spruce trees dotted along the hills as they traveled. A mile or less lay between the two houses. In fine weather, they could’ve walked. Yet, the battle between the two families made that all but impossible since a very real fence lay between their properties.

      Dosha’s stomach knotted as Blake drove them up the long lane. This was the first test of her knowledge and capabilities. Could she manage to successfully act as Blake’s wife, or would she destroy the investigation before it started?

      Armstrong waited for them outside on the expansive front porch, a steaming mug in his hand. He set it down on the railing as they pulled to a stop and nodded a welcome.

      “I’ll take care of your horse. Ma and Pa will be out momentarily.”

      His brief smile filled her stomach with butterflies. Blake wrapped the lines around the brake and climbed down. “I’ll leave this in your capable hands. Dosha, dear?” He held out his hands for her.

      A new bride probably would have welcomed her husband’s touch and his help down from such a high buggy, but Dosha’s first instinct was to shoo Blake away and climb down herself. Indecision stalled her.

      “Hurry, dear. You’re keeping our hosts standing out in the cold,” her father growled behind her.

      Dosha stepped forward, and Blake gently gripped her waist and soon had her feet firmly on the ground. His hands didn’t linger, and she quickly righted her traveling cloak, using that as an excuse to brush the ill feelings off. Blake wasn’t a man she disliked, but she found she was in no way attracted to him.

      Mrs. Douglas appeared in the doorway wearing a deep-burgundy dinner gown with matching velvet trim. Her thick, dark hair was piled on her head in intricate swoops and curls, making her look like one of the drawings from Ladies’ Home Journal.

      She smiled warmly at Dosha. “You must be Mrs. Oregon. Pleased to make your acquaintance. Come inside for tea to warm you right up.”

      Where Mrs. Douglas was kind and gracious, her husband seemed the opposite. He said nothing in welcome, and left Dosha’s father and Blake to follow behind. Though Dosha had been told Louis Douglas and Bodey Johlman were roughly the same age, Louis looked much younger. His deeply tanned face held no laugh lines, only marks around his lips to give him a perpetual scowl.

      Mrs. Douglas led them into a grand sitting room with red-velvet furniture and books along all the walls. An Oriental rug spanned the entire room, muffling the footfalls of the occupants, and a roaring fire created warmth and a pleasant spruce scent. A young man sat near the fire, leaning in. He looked much like Armstrong from this distance, but she knew he couldn’t be.

      Mrs. Douglas smiled at him. “Kent, come. Meet our guests.”

      The young man stood and sauntered toward them. He gave a quick nod and shook hands with Dosha’s father and Blake. Just as Mrs. Douglas had finished introducing Kent, Armstrong returned.

      Mr. Douglas cleared his throat. “Care to join me in the den?”

      Kent's and Armstrong's eyes met, and Dosha could feel them trying to make a decision. Mrs. Douglas frowned deeply, raising her chin in defiance. “Someone will need to stay here with Mrs. Oregon. You can’t all go off and smoke cigars, leaving our guest alone.”

      Mr. Douglas rolled his eyes slightly but didn’t try to hide his displeasure. “Forgive me.”  His barely contained aggravation said he neither wanted nor expected her forgiveness. “I assumed you would be here with her.”

      “I must go check on the state of supper. I should return shortly if you’d please wait to retreat.” She left the room before any of the men could reply.

      Dosha gripped her hands in front of her, knowing if her marriage were real, she’d be standing next to Blake and taking support from his arm, but she wanted to do nothing of the sort. Mr. Douglas grumbled, “I won’t be told what to do in my own home. If you don’t want to be alone, come with us.” He stalked off toward the door.

      Blake locked eyes with her, and she could see from the slight movement of his head that he expected her to follow, because he certainly needed to go. An invitation into the home of the family he thought might be paying off the sheriff wasn’t one to waste. However, after hearing enough conversations over cigars in her own father’s office, she knew she wanted no part in Mr. Douglas’s domain.

      Armstrong glanced from man to man. “I’ll stay here with Mrs. Oregon so she doesn’t have to leave. You can go.”

      Her heart skittered to a stop, then pounded like thunder. “That would be most…unusual.” Her voice squeaked and sounded unnatural to her ears.

      The moment his eyes lit on her, she felt his gaze even though she hadn’t allowed herself to look directly at him. Her father stopped his own progression to the door and called over his shoulder, “That will only be necessary if she choose to stay. She could certainly come. She is used to such talk.”

      “None of the talk will be particularly feminine.” Mr. Douglas laughed.

      “No, it won’t,” Armstrong mumbled. “I know my father, and if you care at all for your ears, you won’t want to go.” He lowered his voice for her ears alone.

      When he spoke directly to her, Dosha’s chest tightened like she might faint. Even before she’d heard him, she hadn’t wanted to go. Her father had invited her into his drawing room enough when he hadn’t wanted her out of his sight, and she’d heard enough foul talk for a lifetime. Yet, staying here wasn’t safe either. What if she said or did something that clued Armstrong into her strange infatuation? That would seem suspicious, since she was supposed to be newly married.

      The men, including the younger Kent, left without any further talk. Dosha held her breath for a moment, waiting for Armstrong to say anything. She reasoned that they would only have a minute or two alone before his mother returned. But the seconds ticked by, and Armstrong merely stared at her until she felt heat creep up her cheeks once more.

      She searched for something she could say that wouldn’t make her sound foolish but came up completely lacking. Having only a few friends did nothing to prepare her for such experiences.

      “You and your husband found a place to stay? How long will you be in Belle Fourche?” Armstrong’s voice wrapped around her like a wool blanket.

      “Yes, we’re staying with some friends of Judge Cattrel.” She’d never called her father that, but he’d not been worried about his name getting out.

      Armstrong nodded, stepping closer. He smelled like hot cocoa and something spicy. “Congratulations on your marriage.”

      She wrapped her hands around her stomach to calm the butterflies. Her father had never, ever allowed her to be alone in a room with a man she found intriguing. Blast her luck that he would do so when that very man assumed she was married.

      “Thank you.” Not knowing what information Blake would share with the others, she said nothing further. If she said they’d been married a few weeks and Blake claimed a few months, that would be enough to make anyone question their story.

      “Where are you from?” He indicated a sofa near the fire and, as she walked by, he gently took her capelet from her shoulders. The brush of his fingers sent pleasant shudders down her arms.

      “Not far. Custer.” She sat slowly, then realized her error. Blake might have said Denver, which was where his office was stationed in Colorado. He’d mentioned it in passing on the trip to Belle Fourche. “But we may be moving to Denver soon.” If only they’d taken the time over the last few days to firm up their story. Instead, Blake had spent all his time with Bodey Johlman, trying to discern what exactly he was looking to prove.

      Armstrong lowered himself onto the sofa facing her, his eyes intense. He had to be near her own twenty years, but something significant aged him. What could cause the son of a wealthy rancher to look so… trapped? Trapped, just like she was.

      “My curiosity has me running in circles. What are you thinking about as you stare at me so intently?” She dared to look him in the eye.

      His mouth formed a brief smile, then retreated. Heat crept up her neck. Falsehood had never been her way. Father had always found her out, so she’d learned from a young age to tell the truth and get the punishment over with. Now, both Father and Blake were asking her to do things against her own nature. She was not made for this.

      “I apologize.” Dosha let all the air escape her lungs and forced herself to look around the room. “I didn’t mean to cause you consternation. You’re so very different from other men I know, and it’s so strange that you would offer to stay behind and not go to the drawing room with the others.”

      He chuckled, the sound forcing her eyes back to him. “I’ll head down there when Ma returns. Wouldn’t be neighborly to leave you alone, nor make you listen to them.”

      The word “neighborly” stuck, screaming a warning in her mind. Was she too focused on hiding who she was? Was she so concerned with detection that she would give herself away merely by focusing on a flippant remark?

      “I appreciate your kindness, thank you.”

      “If you’ll pardon my saying so, looking on a woman who’s taken is still more appealing than looking at a smoky room. No harm, long as you just look.”

      The remark from anyone else would have had her screaming “Cad!” but Armstrong seemed as ill-suited to the drawing room as she was. He was being honest, which made replying to him so much easier. Especially for someone forced to lie.

      “Thank you, though I dare say I’m not sure what my husband would think of the situation.” She hated to even bring up Blake, but how could she reply to such a statement without raising suspicion? She would appear to be a woman of no moral character if she didn’t.

      “Yes, well. As I said, I will merely stay back here and look. You didn’t mention what brought you to Belle Fourche. Is the judge trying a court case? Usually, people on trial go on over to Deadwood…” His brow rose.

      She silently thanked the Good Lord that she was a woman because that gave her a ready excuse for her lack of answer. “I’m afraid I’m not privy to the reason. You’ll have to ask Blake when you get to the drawing room.”

      He nodded softly and straightened his shoulders. “Ah, Mother. There you are.” He stood and cocked his head slightly, but his eyes never left Dosha’s. “Good to meet you again, Mrs. Oregon.”
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        * * *

      

      For all the blessings that seemed to come with the Douglas name, Armstrong felt cursed. He gave his mother a deferential nod as he left the sitting room, fighting the urge to stop at the doorway to listen to his mother and Mrs. Oregon speaking. She would be more at ease with his mother.

      He must have some sort of moral defect to feel such a kinship, such an attraction, to a married woman. He would need to take his weakness to Preacher O’Hare. Pa had always said, “If there’s something you want in life, go get it.” But Mrs. Oregon was not available for the getting.

      Never had he felt so drawn to another person. When the opportunity had arisen to be alone with her for even a moment, he’d taken it without question. How could her husband be so lax as to simply leave her? If he had been in that man’s boots, he would never have left her side.

      Pausing in the hallway, Armstrong listened to her laugh at something his mother said. He didn’t even care if Ma was disparaging his offer to stay with her. Staying had bordered on reckless, and Ma probably hadn’t expected to find him there alone with Mrs. Oregon.

      So be it. He’d enjoyed himself for a moment—a torturous moment, warring with himself. “You’re no better than a Johlman if you don’t stop,” he muttered as he stood outside the drawing room door.

      But he found he didn’t want to go inside. He didn’t want to know her husband any better, especially if she’d never met a man like Armstrong before. What did that well-dressed city dweller have that he didn’t, besides a captivating wife?

      He strode into the room. A light haze of smoke already clung to the ceiling and would work its way down depending on how long Ma waited to call them to supper. He’d hoped when he’d made the invitation that he would’ve had more time with Mrs. Oregon. But Pa had been furious; Pa never invited anyone into the house. Ma was the one who appreciated his effort. If only he’d done it for her.

      “Armstrong, I trust all is well with Mrs. Oregon?” Pa held his wide cigar between two fingers and pointed the tip toward his cigar box on the mantle. “Help yourself,” he said without waiting for an answer to his question.

      Blake Oregon stepped away from the fireplace to give Armstrong access, and Armstrong schooled his features to show appreciation instead of the hostility he felt. It wasn’t this man’s fault he’d met his wife first. It wasn’t Blake’s fault that he’d seized an opportunity.

      Yet, no matter the justifications, Armstrong couldn’t shift his thoughts to like the man. No other woman had ever instantly captivated him like that. Perhaps the Lord was about to teach him a lesson in self-discipline; in which case, he was failing.

      After lighting his cigar, he found a seat near the armchair his brother occupied. Kent seemed to enjoy the invitation to the drawing room. While looking much like Armstrong, Kent was very different and secretly wanted to get away from Belle Fourche. He didn’t love the cattle, the work, the life. He’d asked Pa if he could go off to university, and Pa had responded by pulling him out of school when he was only seventeen. That happened a year ago, and now, without graduating, he was barred from ever being able to attend.

      “What made you stay back? Pa had to insist that you didn’t have feminine tendencies.” Kent’s eyes held laughter. “Which seemed to cause a stir with the judge, who thought you might have desires for another man’s wife. Pa almost started a fight before the supper even started.” Kent mumbled the words to keep the conversation between them, but his gaze never left the three men across the room.

      “What do you think of Blake?” Armstrong changed the subject. He didn’t care if his father insulted him; his words would never leave the drawing room. Getting angry would only give his father reason to say more.

      “I think it’s odd that a man married a woman he appears to know nothing about. I also think it’s odd that he wasn’t concerned in the slightest that she stayed behind with you and was instead very interested in our issues with the Johlmans. He tried to make his questions… evasive, but he’s new in town. How does he know about the feud?”

      Armstrong swallowed hard. Two and two weren’t adding up to four. “What did Pa say?”

      Kent darted a glance his way and snorted. “You know Pa once the subject of the Johlmans comes up. The only thing that broke into his tirade was your return.”

      Everyone eventually took a side, but why would people who’d only just arrived be so curious, Armstrong thought? He didn’t want to suspect Mrs. Oregon of anything, but she didn’t seem to know why they were there at all.

      Armstrong stood again, knowing he probably looked the fool for wandering back and forth. He approached the group and nodded to each man. If he couldn’t get the answer to his question from the wife, he’d take her advice and ask the husband.

      “So, Mr. Oregon, what brings you and the judge to Belle Fourche?”

      Blake eyed him for a moment, a hint of suspicion clouding his hooded eyes. “I’m here visiting after my wedding. The judge has some acquaintances in the area, and we’re tagging along.”

      Tagging along with a judge when traveling after a wedding? While Armstrong wasn’t accustomed to many friends nor the standards of polite society, Blake’s reply left him with more questions than even his wife’s lack of answers.
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      Supper never quite felt like a break after a long day in the saddle. Armstrong imagined other families took that time to rest, but not his own. Pa would talk about all the things that hadn’t gotten done, leaving him feeling like a constant failure.

      Fairbanks, their foreman, came in, slowly scuttling around the table to the head. Armstrong tensed and focused on him, knowing Fairbanks was aware that supper was supposed to be family time. Fairbanks gripped his sidearm as he whispered in Pa’s ear.

      Kent stood and headed for the door. Armstrong had the same gut reaction but wanted to know what he was up against before he rushed in. He already knew who. He always knew who.

      Pa stared at him from the other end of the table. “Western fence is busted wide open. Not sure if any escaped or were helped to escape. We need a count of the cattle, so we know. And we need that fence repaired immediately. Get two men on that while you and Kent ride out to count.”

      Armstrong nodded, not waiting for further instruction. Pa was faithful to give orders and just as faithful to wallop you if you didn’t react quickly enough. Even at twenty-one, Armstrong wasn’t exempt.

      He tugged on his thick wool range coat. He’d often found it ironic that something he relied on so heavily to fight the cold could have easily come from the neighbors he fought so hard against.

      Kent was already dressed and waiting by the door. He handed Armstrong his gun belt. “Strap this on. Might need it. Those Johlmans are getting a might too neighborly, helping themselves to what’s ours. Maybe the sheriff will finally listen now.” His words dripped with sarcasm. They both knew the Johlmans would only steal cattle to be a nuisance, and the sheriff had never taken sides with either the Douglases or Johlmans before. It wasn’t likely he would now.

      “Pa said the sheriff is worthless. He went in to report the fences again last week, and the sheriff ignored him. Said he was barking up the wrong tree and laughed.”

      Armstrong strapped on his belt as they strode out into the cold, Fairbanks right behind them. The foreman nodded at them quickly. “I’ll go get a few men and head out to repair that fence. Might as well get right to the count.”

      “Appreciate it.” Armstrong touched his hat, then pulled it lower on his forehead against the wind. “Why can’t people rustle cattle when it’s warm?”

      Kent swung the barn door open and headed inside. “Not sure they think much about the temperature. Only about themselves.” He hefted his working saddle off a sawhorse.

      Armstrong followed and saddled his gelding quickly. The fence to the west wasn’t easy to get to—just reaching it would take a long time. The men going out to fix the fence would probably be out there a few days and have to stay in one of the line shacks. And getting a count would be nearly impossible until they brought all the cattle in.

      He rode out, intent anyway on doing what Pa asked. “How are we supposed to get a count on maybe one or two missing head in a herd?”

      Kent tossed a look over his shoulder. “I think you’re underestimating them. Why would they only take one or two when they could take a hundred and we wouldn’t know until spring?”
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