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To Jess Strong. A beautiful woman of God with a gorgeous smile.

She died the day I started writing this book, but her memory lives on.
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Prologue: Nigel Smith
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Bridal Falls, TX

1867

N

igel watched the judge as he exited the hotel. He had been right. The judge was someplace he shouldn’t be and his wife had no idea. What had he been doing in that hotel? Nigel needed to know and he needed to gather proof.

Within the next two weeks, he found it. A letter he had “borrowed” from the judge’s desk. One that incriminated him.

Nigel smiled. He had the man right where he needed him. Now to find the judge alone just once.
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“You asked to see me, Mr. Smith.”

Nigel nodded. “I did. Thank you for meeting me.” He looked around. “You have a nice office. These chairs must have been expensive.”

The judge chuckled. “They were. The best wood, prime leather, and perfect rivets. Are you a furniture salesman?”

“I am many things to many people,” Nigel replied. “Today, however, I am here on other business.”

The judge leaned his elbows on his mahogany desk. “What kind of business?”

Nigel pulled the letter out of his pocket. “I recently came into possession of this. I took the liberty of reading it. I’m sure you don’t mind.”

The judge stared at the letter and redness began at his shirt collar and slowly moved up to his face all the way to his forehead. His breathing grew heavy. “I... How did you?”

“She gave it to me,” Nigel said. “She had no shame doing it, either. What do you think would happen if I gave this to your wife?”

The judge opened and shut his mouth a few times before snapping it closed. “You wouldn’t,” he growled through clenched teeth.

“I would.” Nigel waited. He needed the money, but he could be patient for a few more minutes as the judge let his situation settle in.

“What do you want?”

“Money.”

“How much?”

Nigel pretended to hesitate. “Five thousand dollars now and another five thousand in three months. After that time, you can have your letter back and I will drop out of your life.”

“I don’t have that kind of money.”

“No, but your wife does. Or rather her father does. And you have ways to access that money. I know you’ll figure out some way to get it.” Nigel stood and slipped the letter into his pocket. “Until we see each other again.”

He walked out of the office, waved at the secretary, and went to his secluded cabin. His place to lay low and observe without being noticed. His one retreat from the con he had created for himself.

[image: image]

Topeka, KS

1878

As the years went by, his blackmail of the judge kept him well funded. He didn’t dare stay in the same area too long, so he traveled north. When he came to Topeka, Kansas, a lovely young family caught his eye and he took a few weeks to watch them. He followed them in town, he watched as they worked on their farm, and he talked to people about them.

He had found nothing he could use against any of the members of the family, so he decided to use something else against the man.

“Isaac Wilhelm, isn’t it?”

The man stopped and turned slowly. “Yes. And you are?”

Nigel held out his left hand. “Nigel Smith. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Isaac’s forehead wrinkled. “You have?”

Nigel smiled. “Yes. All good, of course. Everyone says you are one of the most reliable, honest men in town.” He laughed insincerely. “It is always nice to find a man as honest as myself.”

Isaac’s mouth took a downward dip. “Is there a point to all this?”

Nigel gritted his teeth while keeping the smile on his face—not an easy feat. He looked around. “Let’s go somewhere a little more private,” he said in a quiet voice.

Isaac planted his feet. “No. You can say whatever it is right here.”

Nigel took a step closer. Usually, he was the tallest in a crowd, but Isaac matched him inch for inch. “I’m here about the debt.”

Isaac stared blankly. “The debt?”

“Yes. You took it out a few years ago and never paid a cent of it.”

Isaac shook his head. “I have never taken out a loan or been in debt. You must have the wrong man. I’m sorry, but you need to find someone else.”

He walked away and was gone before Nigel could think up another lie. His eyes narrowed. He would have to think of another way to get Isaac to pay the money.

[image: image]

Nigel watched Isaac for a week but found nothing to blackmail him with, no weakness besides his beautiful wife and four children. Nothing he could work with. “Maybe I should find someone else,” he muttered. He grunted. “No, I can’t give up yet.”

He kept watching; and watching and watching and was about to give up once and for all when Isaac drove home from town in a borrowed buggy, picked up his wife, and left the children at home with a neighbor girl.

Isaac and his wife snuggled and kissed and acted like silly newlyweds again. Nigel shook his head and narrowed his eyes. Maybe if they had a scare, they would pay him. His mind raced with the endless possibilities. The horse—Isaac’s—had rarely, if ever, pulled a buggy, so it shouldn’t be too hard to scare.

He grinned as an idea formed in his mind. Create a small accident that might injure them, but nothing more. Snakes should do the trick.

Two hours later, the buggy rattled toward him and he let the snakes out of the bag. They angrily slithered across the road just as the couple reached them. The horse reared up with a whinny, stabbing her hooves in the air to escape the slithering creatures. He took off running. Isaac yelled at the horse trying to get it to stop while his wife screeched. Something snapped and a wheel went rolling away. The buggy skidded along a few feet before tipping over into the embankment at the edge of the road.

The tongue of the buggy snapped and the horse ran off dragging it behind him.

Nigel waited for the couple to say something or climb up out of the ditch. When nothing moved or made a sound for a full minute, Nigel crept out of his hiding place and down to the buggy. The moon shone just enough to show two people under the buggy.

All the breath escaped him. There was blood near their heads and the heaviest part of the buggy had landed on their chests. He climbed down to them and tried to examine the bodies. Nothing. Not a sign of life.

He had killed them.

Nigel stared at them, his breath coming in heavy gasps, panic rising in his chest. What had he done? He had only meant to scare them, not kill them. He was a murderer.

Full panic set in and he bolted. He ran as fast as he could to his small cabin. Once there, he sat down, closed his eyes, and repeated the same phrase over and over again.

“I’m a murderer. I’m a murderer. I’m a murderer.”
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1: Birthday
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Thirteen Years Later

January 1891

Leavenworth, KS

I

t was a bright and beautiful day. At least that’s how I would always see it. Surrounded by family, gifted with various items of varying usefulness, and eating a delicious meal. We sat in the parlor to open gifts after supper and before the cake.

“We’ve saved the best for last,” Uncle Cole said, handing me an envelope with one sheet of paper in it—if there was anything at all.

I raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure?”

He chuckled. “I’m sure.”

I looked around the room to see if my brother, sisters, cousins, or aunt would give me any hints of Uncle Cole’s honesty. Not that he was ever dishonest. I carefully broke the seal and pulled out a piece of official-looking paper.

It had the Kansas state seal on it and just a little bit of writing. My eyes teared up as I read it. “Is this real?”

Uncle Cole squeezed my shoulder. “Yes it is, Gage. I figured you were old enough to take over your father’s farm. I should’ve done it sooner, but couldn’t bring myself to do it.”

I jumped up and hugged him. “Thank you, Uncole. You are the best uncle a boy could have.”

Uncle Cole held me at arm’s length. “You are no longer a boy, but a man. Twenty-one is an important age. One in which you need to start making many choices for your life. The deed and farm are now legally yours to do with as you please.”

My grin couldn’t have been wiped off by a tornado even if it tried. “Thank you, Uncole. I know exactly what I want to do with Pa’s farm.”

“What’s that?” my brother, Garrett, asked.

“Make the farm prosperous and maybe raise a few horses just like Pa planned. I also want to find a young woman to marry and have a passel of kids. Pa had a whole mansion planned out for the passel he planned to have. I wanna try to make it happen.”

Cherry’s forehead wrinkled. “Pa wanted all that?”

Carla smiled. “Yes, he did. I remember him talking about it. I’d even sneak down the ladder to listen to Pa and Ma talk about it.”

“How far away is it?” Cherry—the younger of my sisters—asked.

Garrett grimaced. “A ways. Is it a half day’s ride?”

Uncole shook his head. “No. It’s a little less than a day.”

“So far away,” Cherry said.

I chuckled. “Not that far. We can still see each other often enough. You can go there or I can come here.”

Carla put a hand on my arm. “I’m glad you can go and build up the farm.”

“Thank you, Carla.” I stood and stretched. “We can plan another day, though. All this excitement has made me hungry again. Anyone else ready for cake?”

“Me!” Cherry exclaimed.

My cousin Colin jumped up. “Me, too.”

We all went into the kitchen to eat the carrot cake the older of my sisters, Carla, had made with our cousin Josephine helping.

We sat down to eat.

“Do you have any ideas for someone you could marry?” Cherry asked.

I nearly choked on the cake. “No. I’d rather find someone closer to the farm. Danny keeps hinting about a girl he knows who is perfect for me.”

“Who is Danny again?” Cherry asked.

“An old friend and one of our neighbors from the farm,” I answered. “He was my best friend from I don’t even know when.”

Carla laughed. “He still writes you, doesn’t he? How is he doing? He hasn’t married yet, has he?”

“No, not yet,” I said. “He loves helping his father. I think Danny has done most of the farming on Pa’s place since Pa died and Mr. Lester started renting the land.” I chewed my lower lip. “I hope he doesn’t mind if I take over again.”

Uncle Cole—or as my brother and sisters and I called him, Uncole—shook his head. “That is not for you to worry about. Besides, after your parents died, Mr. Lester agreed to let you have it back when you were ready. All you need to do is figure out what to grow and what needs to be done before you can farm.”

I nodded. “I’ll try, Uncole.”

Later that night, I lay in bed in the room I shared with Garrett, my eyes staring at the ceiling above me. My mind refused to stop thinking. I ran through scenarios for varying conditions of the farm. Well taken care of, poorly tended, and every degree between. Then I figured out a plan for what to do in each instance.

After the plans were finished, I thought about other things. My life since leaving the farm. It had been thirteen years since I’d been there. When my pa and ma died in a buggy accident, Uncole took us in. All of us. I was eight, Carla was six, Garrett was four, and Cherry was two when we moved in. Now we were almost all grown up. Time had gone by quickly.

I still missed my parents a lot, but Uncole and Aunt Rhoda had been good substitutes. My eyelids grew heavy and I soon slipped into a restful slumber.
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The next two days were busy on the ranch as a rare and unexpected snowstorm blew in. Uncole, Garrett, Colin, me, and all the ranch hands worked hard to save the cattle from floundering and getting buried in the snow drifts. I had never seen so much snow and then the wind made it even worse by drifting. In some places you could see the brown grass and in others, there would be a pile of snow up to my waist. We finally had some time to rest and breathe more easily on Friday. I spent the morning riding half the perimeter, checking for any strays we missed, and met Garrett, who had done the other half. When I got back to the barn, I took care of my horse and headed for the house and into Uncole’s office.

Before I go further, I suppose I should tell you why we call him Uncole. It all started with Cherry. She was two when our parents died and we went to live with Uncole. When she finally managed to say his name, it came out as Uncole. The name stuck for all of us because we liked it so much. He likes it, too.

Back in the present, I walked into Uncole’s office. “You busy?”

Uncole set the papers aside. “I’m never too busy for you, Gage. What do you need?”

“The perimeter looked good and neither of us found any strays.”

“Good.”

“I had some questions about my farm, too. They can wait if you need them to.”

Uncole smiled. “No, go ahead.”

I sat down and settled into the chair. “Would you mind terribly if I went there next week?”

“Yes,” he said with a wink, “but I knew this would happen sooner or later, so I’ll live with it.”

“This from the man who never wanted to marry or have children.”

“Until I had a wife, children, and nieces and nephews. Then I wished I had done it all sooner. I’ll be sad to see you go, but that’s inevitable when children grow up.”

I paused. “I know I have money from the rent, but I’m not sure if I can wire some here without being present there. Could I buy two good mules from you?”

“Of course! And you can pay when you get there.”

“Thank you.” I hesitated. After what I had said two nights before, my next question almost seemed like a contradiction and I didn’t want to mislead, confuse, or disappoint him.

“What is it?” he asked.

I took a deep breath. “How did you know you were in love with Aunt Rhoda?”

Uncole leaned back and stroked his beard. “It came so slowly I didn’t really know. We were friends for... Oh, about twenty years before I thought I might be, but I pushed it down because I didn’t think she loved me that way.

“As for how I knew, I had the feeling I didn’t want to ever be without her. When we met each other in town or spent some time together, I never wanted to leave. Does that help?”

“Some.”

“May I ask why you asked?”

“Curiosity.”

“Nothing more?” His stare seemed to go right through me.

My mind raced through possible half answers, but none were good enough to get past Uncole’s keen eye. “There’s a girl in church I kind of like, but I don’t know how much I really like her. Moving so far away would make it too hard, anyway.”

Uncole nodded. “I agree. There’s also the saying that absence makes the heart grow fonder.”

I smiled. “True. I guess I’ll give it some time.”

Uncole stood up and came around the desk. “Gage, you are a special young man. You have had a very rough life, but through it all, you have remained cheery and a steady rock for your brother and sisters. I don’t know how you did it.”

I blinked rapidly a few times. “Only by God’s grace, and yours and Aunt Rhoda’s help and support.”

We stayed there in mutual silence until Josephine burst in.

“Papa! Cherry made me a bee-u-tee-ful doll. Wanna see it?”

Uncole laughed and took the doll from his daughter. “It is pretty. Why does her face have purple flowers on it?”

Josephine stomped her foot and huffed. “Because Cherry wanted her to. I’m going to call her Violet. Mama said she would help me make some dresses and Carla offered to make her a bonnet and Sunday hat to match mine.”

I tried to stand quietly and sneak out, but Josephine was too quick.

“Gage! Did you see Violet? Isn’t she pretty?”

I examined the doll forced into my hand and handed her back. “Yes, she is. I’m glad you like her so much.”

“Me, too.”

“I need to go do a few things,” I said. “I’ll let you have Uncole all to yourself.” I hurried away before she could protest.
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2: Arrival
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I

decided to leave early the next week and attended church one last time. I almost wished I hadn’t when the pastor announced my departure after the sermon. I turned a suspicious glare on Uncole and he refused to look at me.

“Gage Wilhelm is about to start a new adventure on his father’s farm in Topeka. I wanted to take this opportunity to publicly wish him well and pray for his safety. Let’s bow our heads.”

A soft rustling filled the church. “Heavenly Father, we come before You today to send off one of our dear, young members. Father, I pray You will guide him and help him with his farm and his life while he is there. In Jesus’ name I pray, amen. Godspeed to you, Gage.”

He held up his hand. “May God richly bless each of you this week and bring you safely into His fold next week.”

Getting back to the ranch proved to be quite difficult. Almost everyone shook my hand and wished me well. I finally escaped and joined my family at the wagon. Don’t get me wrong, I like people, I really do. I even like being the center of attention once in a while. But I don’t like keeping people waiting, especially my family.

We got home, ate lunch, and spent time just talking, reminiscing, and enjoying being together.

The next morning was the best and worst day of that week. I hated to leave my family but was excited to be getting back to the farm. There were tears, laughs, hugs, and playful slaps on the back.

Uncole had given me a wagon, two mules, and a horse. I hooked the mules to the wagon and tied the horse to the back and then drove away, steering with one hand and waving with the other.

The chilly air kept me alert as the flat, snowy plains clip-clopped by. The sun was starting to set when I drove up to the house. The land looked much like I remembered, though the fence out front appeared to have gotten a fresh coat of whitewash recently.

I fought the tears back as I remembered some of the last words Pa had said to me: “Tonight, Gage, you and I will mix up some whitewash and tomorrow morning we will make that fence all pretty for your ma. How does that sound?”

My eyesight grew hazy and I choked the words I had said back then, “Yes, Pa. Can we do it right after chores?”

I hurriedly swiped the tears off my face and out of my eyes, and jumped down. Someone had weeded Ma’s flowerbeds before winter and the porch looked recently swept. I approached the front door and swallowed hard. The last time I had seen this door was the day Uncole brought us all to his ranch. Why had I never come back? Why had I waited so long?

The doorknob was cold and stuck briefly when I twisted it. The door squeaked, squealed, and groaned in protest. Some of my melancholy fled as I imagined the door saying, “How dare you try to open me after thirteen years of neglect. It’s unacceptable!”

The last rays of the sun made their way into the house, showing every single speck of dust. All ten million or more of them. A thick layer covered every surface in the house that I could see. The first thing I would need to do would be park the wagon in the barn and then clean the house from top to bottom before even thinking about moving anything inside.

I carefully closed the door, nostalgia all but gone. I climbed into the wagon again and drove around to the barn. The barn was empty and had plenty of room for the wagon, so I drove straight in, unharnessed the mules, and untied my horse.

Once the animals had oats, hay, and water, I went searching for a broom and dug out my handkerchiefs. I tied the handkerchief securely over my mouth and nose and headed into the house, opening every window and door so the dust could go outside.

I swept from ceiling to floor and then toward a door or window in each room until I could no longer breathe, then I rushed outside, took the handkerchief off, and gulped in the clean fresh air. I repeated the process for each room until most of the dust had been removed.

I found a couple of buckets and pumped water into them outside the kitchen door. I had found Ma’s rag bag in her bedroom, so I grabbed them to use and scrubbed every inch of every wall and floor I could until I got too tired.

I unpacked my bedroll and some of the food Carla, Aunt Rhoda, Cherry, and Josephine had packed for me. I bunked with the mules and horse that night since the house still wasn’t in livable condition. The animals, hay, and blanket warmed me up quickly. I fell asleep almost instantly.
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By noon the next day, the house shone. Not literally, but comparatively. I cleaned myself up and changed into less dusty clothes. I wandered through the house one more time, trying to envision it as it had been thirteen years earlier. I couldn’t bring the image up into my mind. With a sigh, I went out the kitchen door and looked across the landscape. I could almost see the Lesters’ house. Almost, but not quite. I could see the smoke rising out of their chimney, though, so that should mean someone was home.

I struck out through the mud puddles, patches of snow, and over the small hills.

A man stood by a tree, cutting random branches, and I smiled. He was too tall to be Mr. Lester, so it had to be Danny. Sweet, childlike Danny. He got made fun of a lot because of his simple ways, but he always had a smile for everyone. We never let the five years between us affect our friendship, either. Even though I often felt like the more mature one, I never took advantage of the feeling.

“Hi, Danny,” I said, coming up to him.

He looked at me, blinked, and his eyes widened as his smile grew until I don’t think the whole state of Texas could have contained it. “Gage? Is it really you?”

I grinned. “Yes it is. I finally came home.”

“Forever?”

“Probably, yes. At least I hope so. I want to stay here the rest of my life if I can.”

Danny pulled me into a tight hug and nearly squeezed all the air out of me. I’m not small at all; in fact, back on the ranch, I was one of the tallest and broadest men in town. Next to Danny, however, I felt like a short man. The top of my head reached to his nose and his shoulders were even wider than mine.

“You got bigger.”

Danny laughed. “So’d you. They call me the gentle giant ’round here.”

“Who’s ‘they’?”

“Mostly the girls.”

A mischievous thought popped into my head. “Any of them in particular catch your eye?”

Danny frowned. “Everyone asks that.”

“What do you usually say?”

He shrugged. “Nothin’. I shrug and start talkin’ about somethin’ else. How’s your family?”

“They’re doing well. So who’s the lucky girl who’s caught your eye?” I asked.

Danny’s eyes narrowed. “How’d you know someone has?”

I chuckled. “I may not have seen you for thirteen years, but you never could lie or hide anything from me. The distraction tactic gives it away every time.”

His shoulders slumped as he sighed. “I already asked her pa and he said no to courtin’ her, so it don’t—doesn’t—really matter, anyway.”

My grin faded. “Why’d he say no?”

“He didn’t tell me.”

“Any ideas?”

Danny’s eyes shifted around, looking everywhere but at me. “Yeah. ’Cause I’m slow and stupid.”

I got up as close as I dared, glared at him, and grabbed his shoulders. “You are not stupid. Anyone who says so obviously doesn’t know you. You are smart, happy, and a hard worker. How slow you are at thinking about things should not matter.”

Danny plucked my hands off his shoulders and shook his head. “’S’okay. I know people don’t mean harm by it. I just like Jessamine so much and wanna know if she could like me, too. We should probably get to the house. I’m sure Pa and Ma would like to see you and I want you to meet Laura.”

I smiled. “That’s right, I forgot your parents had adopted a girl. How’d that happen again?”

We started walking while he talked. “Her parents died five years ago and she had no other family. My sister, Maria, wanted to take her in, but she and her husband couldn’t feed another mouth at the time, so Pa and Ma took her instead.”

“And she’s Carla’s age, isn’t she?”

“Yep. Does the house look different?”

I raised my eyebrows and looked around. “I can’t really remember what it looked like before, so I don’t know.”

Danny shrugged and opened the door. “Pa! Ma! Laura! You’ll never guess who’s here.”

A sweet, melodic voice answered, “Gage Wilhelm?”

“How’d you guess?”

Danny filled in the whole doorway and I pushed him lightly so I could get in to see. The melodic voice came from an attractive young woman who laughed at Danny’s question.

“You’ve been talking nonstop about him since we got the telegram.” She stepped right over to me after giving Danny an indulgent smile. “I’m Laura. It is nice to finally put a face to the name.”

My face grew warm. “They talk about me that often?”

Laura’s laugh filled the room with its silvery lightness. “Your name is mentioned here more than anyone else’s it seems.”

Mr. and Mrs. Lester walked in and saved me from needing to form a response. I stepped forward and shook Mr. Lester’s hand. “It is good to see you again, sir. Thank you for taking such good care of the land.”

“You’re welcome, Gage. It was a pleasure and a help to me as well.”

I turned to Mrs. Lester and she pulled me into a tight hug, then pushed me back and looked at me. “My, my, you’ve grown into quite the handsome young man. Welcome home, Gage.”

“Thank you, ma’am. It’s good to be back.” I looked around at each of them. “Who tended Ma’s flower garden?”

Laura’s face grew bright red. “I did.”

I smiled. “Thank you. I appreciated the gesture.”

She ducked her head. “When I went with Danny the first time five years ago, it was mostly weeds, but some of the flowers poked through and it looked too pretty to not take care of. I really meant to work on the inside of the house, too, but the flowers always called my name.”

I laughed. “I’m glad you didn’t take care of the house. The dust probably would’ve carried you away.”

She smiled. “Can you stay for lunch?”

“I don’t want to impose.”

Mrs. Lester scoffed. “Impose, my foot! You were always a second son to us and the thirteen years have not changed that any. Stay to lunch and then you and Danny can go back to work on anything that needs done.”

I bit back another laugh. “Yes, ma’am.”

The ladies went to the kitchen to finish lunch and we men went out to the barn to see the foal born a few days earlier.
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