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            Prologue

          

          Kansas, 1859

        

      

    

    
      Luke slid his hands around Sally’s waist, pulling her close. She gasped as her hips met his and she felt his hard body against her, throbbing. Luke’s eyes darkened with desire. “From the moment I first saw you, I wanted you.”

      Her eyes widened in surprise.

      “I wanted to take you like this and kiss you.”

      He’d kissed her before, so and gentle, but he’d never held her like this. There’d always been people around. The entire wagon train had followed their brief courtship.

      “Tonight I’m going to kiss every inch of you.”

      A shiver of nervous anticipation ran down her spine, along with a tiny touch of fear of the unknown, and she giggled.

      He bent down and slowly his lips teased hers. She relaxed into his arms, giving him all her love.

      She had nothing to fear. Tonight was their wedding night and she would trust him. She loved him with her whole heart.

      He broke away and turned her to face away from him, lifting her long unbraided hair over her left shoulder. “I’ve waited all day to do this.” He unbuttoned the top of her wedding dress and bent to kiss her neck. With each button he added another kiss, his breath tickling her heated skin until his lips caressed her.

      When he reached the small of her back, the dress slid to the floor in a rush, leaving her standing in front of the fireplace in her underclothes. His lips brushed the small of her back, and then he turned her back around to face him and brushed his thumbs across her hardened nipples, the thin chemise the only fabric between them.

      Breathless, she waited for his next move, wondering what he’d do, longing for him to touch her there again.

      “I want to see all of you.”

      He removed the rest of her clothing until she stood naked before him. She reached with her hands to cover herself.

      “Stand still.” He pulled her hands away. “I want to see what kind of wife I’ve got.” He circled around her, turning to look her up and down as he passed, unbuttoning his shirt. He circled her until the heat within his eyes, the heat within her body made her want to reach out and touch him.

      She waited for him to speak, watching his face, to see if he was pleased with her.

      “I knew you’d make a good wife.” A grin lit his face.

      She exhaled.

      He stripped off his shirt and tossed it in the corner. Then he reached out and pulled her against him and she felt his hardness again, pushing against her insistently as he gave her a bold kiss and his grip tightened.

      Sudden panic rose within her and she tried to pull away. He was too rough. Too fast.

      He broke away and his eyes narrowed. Then his eyes lit. “Did you listen to the vows? You promised to obey me.”

      “Yes.”  She’d vowed to obey a man she barely knew. A man she’d met just two weeks ago. This was a side of him she’d never seen.

      “Then stop fighting me. Get into bed.”

      She crawled under the covers and waited.  He stalked to the bed, ripped the covers back and knelt over her. “I told you I was going to kiss you all over. Relax and lie still.”

      His tongue teasing her nipple sent a moist heat down to her loins. He rained kisses across her breasts and down her belly until she could no longer think. In a hazy fog, she felt his finger enter her folds.  “So sweet. So wet. So ready.”  His finger flicked at a sensitive spot and she jumped.

      He stopped, loosened his trousers and let them drop to the floor.  She’d never seen a naked man before and his hard length shocked her with the thought that he’d soon enter her body.

      She backed up against the headboard.  He was too big.

      “Come back here. Open your legs for me, wife.”

      Wife. It was her duty to obey her new husband, trusting him to be easy with her. She loved him, and surely he loved her. And she wanted babies. As many as the good Lord gave her. She slid back down, opened her legs and waited.

      He entered her quickly and the pain was sharp.  She closed her eyes to hide her tears but he saw them. “The first time always hurts a woman.” He paused then reached down to that sensitive spot again and rubbed it until she moved beneath him. “Now that’s more like it, wife.”

      She soon forgot the initial pain as he taught her things about her body she’d never known. He wanted her again and again through that long night, and she wanted only for him to say those three little words. Luke taught her body to crave his touch but he never once said he loved her.

      
        
        Kansas, 1867

      

      

      “Sally.” Mr. Harper shook her shoulder to wake her where she sat in the rocker holding Mrs. Harper’s newborn child. “Reverend Miller is ready to take you home.”

      Sally hadn’t thought about that night for a long time. That night she’d conceived Matthew, and nothing had been the same since. She tried to be a loving wife, but she waited for words she would never hear.

      She nodded, rose and gave the baby to Mrs. Harper. “He’s beautiful.”

      As beautiful as her son Matthew who waited at home. The only good that had come from their marriage was her children.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Kansas 1867

        

      

    

    
      “Gone to Texas.” Reverend James Miller read the letter Luke had left pinned to the front door. “I told you I ain’t no farmer. I’m taking Matthew. It’s time he learned to be a man.”

      “He’s lying,” Sally gasped.

      Luke had never taken an interest in the children.

      “No, Sally, I’m afraid not. That’s what the letter says.”

      Sally Wheeler’s world spun as she sagged against the door.

      Texas. So far away.  His words hit her.  No. It couldn’t be. He’d taken Matthew.  Speechless, she looked at Reverend Miller.

      “You’ve had a shock.” Reverend Miller touched her arm, his gaze warm and kind. “And I know you’re exhausted.”

      He couldn’t begin to know how battered and worn she felt. The note had swept away her last bit of strength, leaving her completely drained. Her mind couldn’t quite grasp the news. Her husband and son gone?

      This couldn’t be real.

      She’d gone without sleep for two nights helping Mrs. Harper birth her first baby. Reverend Miller had shown up the second night prepared to baptize and bury, but thankfully both mother and child had lived. Then the reverend had been kind enough to give Sally a ride home.  She’d known Luke would be angry with her for staying away so long, but this — this was nothing like what she’d expected.

      “How could he? He knew the auction was today.” She stepped inside and glanced about the bare cabin where her mother’s furniture had once stood. His guns were gone from over the replace, her things were scattered about and a kitchen chair lay broken on the floor.

      “Sally, what happened here?”

      The reverend’s voice reminded her she wasn’t alone. It pained her to have him see the way they’d lived, the evidence of her poverty so clear. She hadn’t been raised to live like this. She frowned. “I don’t know.”

      All she knew was that she had only a few hours to pack. “I’d planned to come back for the auction. But I’ll stay and help you pack your things.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Do you have any idea what you’ll do?”

      “No.”

      I’ve left everything up to Luke and look where that has gotten me. I’ll never make that mistake again.

      “I thought Luke had a plan,” Reverend Miller said.

      Well, apparently he did, just not one that included his wife and daughter.  She kept the thought to herself.

      “You and Carolyn can ride back with me to the parsonage when the auction is over and stay with us until you sort things out.”

      Yes, she had much to sort out. But she had to hurry. “There isn’t much time.” She glanced down at her dress, stained from the birthing. “I need to change my dress.”

      “I’ll check on Carolyn then.”

      Sally nodded and glanced out the doorway to where her three-year-old daughter lay curled in peaceful slumber on the seat of the wagon.

      She hurried to change while darting anxious glances at the door.

      Are my treasures safe?

      Reaching under the mattress, she removed the long iron rod she’d hidden. Most nights Luke had returned home late with liquored breath and empty hands. She wished she’d had the courage to use it on him.

      She slid the rod under a floorboard and wrenched, lifting the wood until it cracked. From the exposed cavity she retrieved the carved box her grandfather had made and opened it.

      Thank God the jewelry is still here.

      She pulled out Mama’s locket, Grandfather’s pocket watch and Grandmother’s black oval brooch. Luke had gone into a rage when he’d thought she lost them. Her fingers traced the brooch. The only permanent things she owned were from her family.

      Reverend Miller knocked on the doorframe and she jumped.

      “Sally, Carolyn just woke up.” He stepped inside holding her daughter, who rubbed one small fist across her eye.

      Sally hugged the jewelry to her chest. There was no time to hide it. “Promise you won’t tell.”

      He put Carolyn down. “Sally, if you have enough to save the farm...” His voice trailed o as he rubbed his chin. “I don’t suppose it matters now that Luke is gone.”

      “You can’t tell anyone. Not even Martha.”

      He paused before answering. “You have my word.” He turned away and headed for the door. “Hide them. If anyone asks, I can honestly say I don’t know where they are.”

      She held out her hand to Carolyn. “Come help me pack your things, sweetheart. We’re staying with the Millers tonight.”

      “Where my new dolly lives?”

      Sally had promised her a new rag doll after they moved. But she hadn’t had time to make one.

      “No, she lives in our new home. We’re going for a visit.”

      Reverend Miller pushed a large trunk he’d found in the barn into the cabin. “I’ll load it when you’re ready.”

      Sally opened the trunk, lifted the quilt and felt for the coins sewn inside.

      They were still there.

      Luke hadn’t known about them. She’d almost told him, but one glance around the bare room where her mother’s furniture had stood proved she’d been smart not to.

      Luke wasted money hand over fist and sold anything of value. He wouldn’t have used her treasures to save the farm.

      Surrounded by family heirlooms, Sally felt more like her old self. The quilt she’d made with Mama for her hope chest lay on the bed. She ran her hand over the knots and stitches, touching part of Mama’s apron and Grandfather’s plaid shirt. Here were the pieces of her family history stitched together.

      “I understand how hard this must be,” Reverend Miller said.

      How could he begin to understand?

      “And I’m sorry that you’ve lost your home.”

      Not as sorry as Luke is going to be. She bit back the retort. This is all Luke’s fault. He gambled away every dime. He took and took and took. But this time he isn’t going to get away with it. Somehow I’ll get my son back.

      Sally nodded to the reverend then glanced about the cabin. Her children had been born here. Despite the misery, she’d had moments of joy. She knew each crack in the wall like her own hand. She found herself straining to hear Matthew’s voice as she packed her things, though she knew he wasn’t there. Only the wind whistled through cracks in the walls.

      The front door hadn’t closed properly. It swung and banged in the wind. Swing, bump, bang. Each time it slapped, she jumped. Like a ghost town, the cabin showed only a shadow of its former self.

      Outside, she walked to the flower garden Luke had made fun of, telling her she couldn’t grow anything but scrawny brats for him to feed. Words that stung like the back of his hand. But he continued to share her bed, uncaring that she might conceive. The garden had been the one thing she did for herself. Wild mint had taken over, but the sunflowers grew tall. She gazed across the at Kansas land that went on forever. Once she’d thought it spread clear to the blue skies of heaven.

      Sally gathered sunflowers into her apron. Carolyn called them “sun babies” and rocked them in her arms. She’d save the seeds so Carolyn wouldn’t lose her sun babies.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The auctioneer arrived, and in the distance she saw wagons. Most of the town would turn out. Not because they wanted to buy the place, but for the entertainment the auction provided. And the gossip. Sally felt like she’d fallen through the dry cracks in the Kansas soil.

      Sally’s ears rang with the final pounding of the gavel as the auctioneer called out, “Sold!”

      The small gray cabin that Luke had never whitewashed was someone else’s problem now, and as the townsfolk said goodbye, Sally’s face stiffened from holding a forced smile.

      She’d endured the curious looks and whispers of the crowd, the speculation of why Luke wasn’t there and what the pastor was doing holding her elbow as Carolyn stood holding on to her skirt. The feeling she might faint had passed, though her knees still trembled with fatigue.

      “Sally?”

      Hearing the familiar voice took her by surprise and she turned. “Ozzie Moss!” He’d led the wagon train that took her family to Kansas eight years ago. “It’s been years.”

      He’d come by after Matthew was born, but Luke had made it clear he wasn’t welcome. Luke didn’t like anyone coming around, especially Ozzie. The feeling was mutual. Ozzie had warned her not to marry Luke.

      “I’m so glad you’ve come.” In spite of his rough trail-worn appearance, he looked wonderful. Though he smelled ripe and looked as if he hadn’t bathed in months, she hugged him like a long lost friend.

      Unaccustomed to showing emotion, he patted her awkwardly on the back. “I was bringin’ a load through an’ heard about yer troubles. I come to see how ye was.”

      Relief flooded through her. Now she knew what to do. She’d convince him to take her to Texas. “Luke took Matthew and I need you to help me find him.”

      Ozzie frowned as she told him of Luke’s note. He shook his head. “I knew he weren’t no good. Now why would ye want to go chasin’ after him?”

      “I’m not going after him. I’m going to get Matthew back.”

      “Well, I ain’t goin’ clear to Texas this time. My route ends ’bout halfway.”

      “Please, Moss.”

      “Trail rides is rough. More so fer a woman. An’ Sally, ye got a young ’un to care for. It’s a powerful lot to take on.”

      “Sally and Carolyn are welcome to stay at the parsonage as long as they need,” Reverend Miller said.

      “Well, then, yer safe here with good folks to look a er ye.” Moss nodded. “Good to see ye, Sally.” He glanced overhead. “I’d best get to town an’ find me a room afore the storm comes.” He gestured to his mules. “An’ they’ve waited long enough fer supper.”

      Reverend Miller hurried to lash down the oiled canvas over the buckboard wagon. “Ready, Sally? Martha will have dinner on.”

      “More than ready.” Her stomach growled.

      Wind lifted her skirt as she climbed into the wagon and large drops of rain pelted her face. The rain stung, but nothing like the sting of losing Matthew. She didn’t look back at her home as they rode away. The farm was lost. She couldn’t work the land alone, and it had become obvious Luke would never put the effort into it. It had been their home but she’d never see it again. She didn’t care to see it again. Not after all she’d lived through.

      She only wanted to see Matthew. To hold him, muddy knees, rumpled hair and all. She closed her eyes and pictured the light dusting of freckles across his nose and his gap- toothed grin where he’d lost a tooth. As she pictured his freckled face and his serious expression, she thought of how he never laughed when Luke was near. She thought of the dark side of her husband, the side she’d seen glimpses of. She couldn’t help but feel Matthew wouldn’t be safe with him. Even when Luke meant well, he was reckless and self-involved.

      But Luke had stolen her son. She’d no longer make excuses for him. She’d no longer believe he meant well. She’d no longer listen to his lies.

      Amid the shock she’d felt since hearing the note, her anger stirred. The anger she’d never dared to show Luke. She’d never forgive him for this. But she would get her son back. Before something worse happened.

      Riding to the parsonage on the wagon’s hard bench, Sally felt jolted to pieces. Water collected in rows in the muddy fields where corn never grew.

      Carolyn tugged at her skirt. “Mama, I’m hungry.”

      “I know, sweetheart. We’ll eat soon.”

      Reverend Miller stopped in front of the parsonage and helped them down. “Tell Martha I’ll be in once I settle the horses.”

      Sally grasped Carolyn’s hand and led her to the one-story house with the lace curtains. “Now, be on your best behavior.”

      “Yes, Mama.”

      Sally knocked on the door and then cracked it. “Martha?”

      “Why, Sally, what a surprise,” Martha said. “Come in.”

      Observing Martha’s tidy chignon, Sally tucked the loose strands of hair from her long braid behind her ear and smoothed her faded dress.

      “Come sit down.”

      Sally eased into a chair, and Carolyn climbed onto her lap.

      Martha sat beside her and leaned forward. “Sally, dear, what’s wrong?” The intensity in her eyes heightened the sharpness of her nose. “It’s late for visiting. Why, it’ll be dark soon.”

      Reverend Miller entered. “Sally and Carolyn are staying with us for a while.” He held out his hand. “Come along, Carolyn, we’ll go milk Bessie.” She slipped off of Sally’s lap and ran to join him, placing her hand in his.

      Sally rolled one shoulder then the other to ease the tension, and her spine creaked with each movement.

      “Where’s Matthew?”

      “Gone.” Sally glanced at her work worn hands, so rough compared with Martha’s. “To Texas.”

      “Texas?” Shock filled Martha’s face.

      “I came home from the Harpers and Luke was gone. He took Matthew.”

      A sharp pain tore through her chest. She couldn’t catch her breath. Saying the words aloud stabbed like a knife.

      He’d taken her son.

      “Mercy. And you had no idea?”

      Sally took a deep breath. “He left a note.”

      “Oh, you poor dear. And you not being able to read.”

      The silence of the farmyard had been her first inkling something was wrong. Matthew should’ve run to meet her once he heard the wagon. And Luke met any man who rode onto their place with his rifle in hand.

      “So he left you here to deal with the auction.”

      “Yes.” Sally pursed her lips, unwilling to say more.

      “My biscuits.” Martha rushed into the kitchen.

      Carolyn giggled as Reverend Miller carried her in. He settled her in a kitchen chair and Sally sat beside her. Thank God I still have my daughter.

      “Carolyn,” he said. “Our heavenly father looks down upon us every night and hears our prayers. Let’s pray, shall we?”

      Carolyn dropped her head as she’d been taught.

      While they prayed, Sally added a silent prayer.

      Please, Lord, keep my son safe.

      “Mm, dinner smells heavenly,” Reverend Miller said as Martha flitted around him like a moth to an oil lamp.

      “It’s a good thing I know how to prepare a chicken properly, seeing as how your parishioners pay you with poultry.” Martha scurried about, winding Sally’s already tight nerves until she felt they’d snap.

      As Carolyn devoured her food, Martha exchanged knowing glances with her husband. Sally’s face heated. Carolyn ate as if she hadn’t been fed in days.

      “You can stay as long as you need,” Reverend Miller said.

      “Thank you.” Martha was lucky to have such a kind husband. If only she’d been half as lucky.

      “Perhaps Luke will find work and send for you,” he said.

      “No.” She shook her head. “He won’t.”

      “Men say things in anger they don’t mean. You mustn’t give up hope.”

      Men do things in anger too. She touched her jaw, remembering, and shuddered. I don’t want him back. But I want my son. Luke had no right to take him. She forced herself to swallow past the lump in her throat and held back her tears. She couldn’t let herself fall apart.

      After dinner, Martha showed her to the guest room then left her alone with her daughter.

      As she wiped Carolyn’s face and combed her daughter’s tangled hair, the nightly ritual calmed her unsteady hands.

      Rain pinged on the tin roof. A streak of lightning outside the window illuminated the yard, and then thunder rumbled off in the distance. For months they’d been without a drop. Now it poured. Matthew could be out in this storm. She’d no way of knowing when they’d left or how far they’d ridden. But Luke wouldn’t stop for Matthew’s sake.

      Carolyn sniffled, and Sally stroked her cheek the way she had when she was a baby until the comforting motion lulled her to sleep. Sally kissed her forehead, and then lay back in bed to stare at the ceiling.

      No one will tuck Matthew in tonight.

      She squeezed her eyes closed as the thought tore at her. Luke was wrong. He had to know seven was too young to learn to be a man. Only last week Matthew had lost a tooth and said another was “wiggly”. She had to be there when it came out. She couldn’t bear to miss a moment of her children’s lives.

      Her life had gone from bad to worse from the day she’d said, “I do”. Marrying Luke had been the biggest mistake of her life, but at least she had the children.

      Just when she’d taught herself to bear one more burden, another was piled on. She only had so much strength. How much more can I take?

      The wind howled outside as if echoing the loss within her soul. She wanted to stand on the front porch and scream, but she forced the feeling down. Luke had taught her that. Stay quiet. Don’t show your emotions. Attract as little attention as possible. Now she was full of all the bubbling emotions she’d held back for so long.

      Rain pelted the roof. Sally wrapped her arms around her stomach and curled on her side as the tears she’d held back finally burst free. She cried until, in exhaustion, she drifted o to sleep.

      Matthew stood on a hill, calling for her. Luke rode up and lifted him onto his saddle.  “Come home,” she called. Just when he turned toward her, she woke with a start to a crack of thunder. Her dream left her with a deep sense of loss.

      The rains still fell, and her dream washed away like the topsoil on the Kansas prairie. Yet the strong feeling lingered that Matthew was in danger.
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      Reverend Miller drove them to town for supplies. He lifted Carolyn down, and she ran onto the porch.

      “Mr. Walls!”

      The short pear-shaped man with ruddy cheeks settled his hands on his rounded hips. “My, look how you’ve grown. What can I get you today?”

      “Lemon drops!”

      “Oho.” He chuckled. “This sweet child needs some lemon.”

      Sally turned to Martha. “Could you watch her while I run an errand?”

      “Why certainly, Sally.”

      She hurried to the livery stable. As she’d suspected, Ozzie was there with his mules.

      “Mornin’, Sally.”

      “Good morning. How soon are you planning to leave, Moss?”

      “Once Tar gits shoed.” “Take us along. I’ll be glad to pay you.” He snorted. “I don’t need yer money, missy. Keep it to feed that young ’un.”

      “Moss, I’m going after Luke, and if you won’t take me, I’m buying the stage tickets today.”

      He squinted at her. “I done tracked many a critter, but fellers is harder. Some fellers ain’t never found.”

      “We’ll find them, Moss. I’m going to get my boy back if it’s the last thing I do.” She placed her hands on her hips. “With you or without you, I’m going to Texas.”

      Moss muttered under his breath, “Changin’ a woman’s mind is harder then tyin’ down a bobcat with a piece of string.”

      “I’m already packed.”

      “Cain’t let ye head out alone.” He shook his head. “I’ll come by the parsonage fer ye. But be ready. I ain’t waitin’.”

      “Thank you, Moss.” She gave him a quick hug, which made him turn red, and then hurried back to the store.

      Sally placed coins on the counter. “Carolyn needs shoes.”

      “I don’t have her size, but I can order them.”

      “No, there isn’t time.”

      Carolyn pouted.

      “Mercy, child. at lip will fall right o .” Martha turned to Sally. “What do you mean there’s no time?”

      “Ozzie is taking us to Texas.”

      “Mercy, do you think that’s wise? And who is Ozzie?”

      Sally didn’t have time to explain. “We have to hurry or he’ll leave us behind. We need new dresses.” She pointed to one in the window. “How about that one?”

      Carolyn’s eyes followed Sally’s finger, and lost her pout in a giggle. “Yellow, like my sun babies.”

      “I have another just like it in your size, Sally.”

      She had to be careful with the coins, but they needed warm clothes to travel. Carolyn could hardly travel in her worn our-sack dress, and Sally hadn’t owned a store-bought dress since marrying Luke. She nodded.

      Mr. Walls tallied the purchases and tied them with string. “A man was here earlier, asking about Luke.”

      Sally froze.

      “Who was he?” Martha asked. “What did he want?”

      “He didn’t say, but he’s not from around these parts.”

      Sally bit her lip. Who was this stranger and why was he looking for Luke? He’d disappeared suddenly. What had he done?

      The bell over the door jingled as a customer entered. Sally turned to look, as if drawn by an invisible thread. A tall shadowy figure of a man scanned the room, his gaze lighting on her. Gray-blue eyes pinned her to the floor and she held her breath.

      “I’ll be with you once I help these folks,” Mr. Walls said.

      The stranger broke his gaze, nodded once and walked to the corner where he turned his back to examine the rifles.

      A shiver crawled up her spine, sending her nerves on edge. Who was that man? Could he be the same stranger Mr. Walls said was looking for Luke?

      Robert Truman focused his attention on the rifles to take his mind off of the striking woman who stood holding the hand of a small girl at the counter. Her curly red-gold hair and large blue eyes in a pale face had drawn his attention the minute he walked in. He’d briefly forgotten why he’d entered the store.

      “There you are.” The shopkeeper handed her a package.

      Sally, are you ready?” the other woman asked.

      Sally clutched her purchases and nodded, sending Rob a nervous glance from beneath her lashes.  For a moment, Rob wondered if she was the same Sally the saloonkeeper had spoken of. But he’d said nothing about Luke having children and the child showed no resemblance. Sally smiled at the shopkeeper and her smile lit up her whole face. Rob pushed his thoughts aside.

      No, she was much too pretty and wholesome to be mixed up with the likes of Luke Wheeler.

      The shopkeeper hurried them out while ignoring Rob. Why hadn’t the shopkeeper told him about Luke’s wife?

      Rob watched through the window as a man lifted the child into the wagon, and then helped the women up. The shopkeeper stood outside waving good-bye.

      What a friendly little town.

      He frowned as the wagon drove down the street and the shopkeeper stayed outside, avoiding him.

      He stepped out onto the porch and cleared his throat. “You neglected to tell me about Luke’s wife.”

      The shopkeeper blanched. “She doesn’t need any trouble.”

      Anyone who took up with Luke had more than enough trouble, and that was a fact.

      “You’ll have to get your answers elsewhere.”

      “I already know where to find her.” Rob fingered his holster as he watched the man’s eyes. “There’s something you aren’t telling me. Something you’re foolishly gloating over.”

      The man swallowed hard.

      “Out with it.”

      “The woman in the wagon,” he took a nervous step back, “was Sally Wheeler.”

      Rob whipped his head around to spot the wagon in the distance. He should’ve suspected something when the shopkeeper rushed them out the door. With two steps he was off the porch and mounting his horse. So she was Luke’s wife. He spurred his horse to a gallop.

      Luke had an eye for pretty women, and he preferred redheads. But Sally was more than just another pretty face. Something in her vulnerable blue eyes had called to him. He shook the thought away.

      A woman could blind a man. Make him forget what he came here for.

      Luke’s trail had led him here. He’d waited a long time for revenge and no woman was going to get in his way.

      Sally tucked her hair under her bonnet. She’d felt the stranger’s gaze on her back. A chill swept over her and she shivered. Her fingers rubbed the brooch at her throat. Winter would arrive soon.

      She rode to the parsonage in silent worry as Martha alternated between speculating about what the stranger might want and trying to convince Sally that she was making a mistake going after her son.

      When the wagon approached the parsonage, Sally saw a tall, darkly clad man seated in the shadows of the porch steps.

      Luke? She caught her breath.

      Her heart leapt and she immediately looked for Matthew.

      But as the man rose in one fluid motion, her heart sank. He was taller than her husband and Matthew was still missing.

      She and the Millers climbed down from the wagon and headed for the porch.

      “Good evening!” Reverend Miller extended his hand. “Reverend James Miller.”

      An air of isolation shrouded the man wearing the long duster. He removed his hat but ignored Reverend Miller’s outstretched hand.

      She gasped. The man with gray-blue eyes from the store. He must’ve arrived when Martha insisted we stop to talk with a neighbor.

      He barely nodded at Reverend Miller. “Robert Truman.” His voice was low and smooth as he stepped closer, and it sent a shiver through her body. “Sally Wheeler,” he spoke with an edge to his voice, “I’d like a word with you, alone.”

      His gray-blue gaze pierced the distance between them, as if to pin her there.

      “No.” She backed away one step at a time, sensing danger in the quiet man who followed her every step.

      His eyes bore into her as if reaching for her secrets. “I insist.” His hand closed around her wrist in arm, warm grip. She froze at the shock of his touch.

      Her senses came alive as if lit by a spark, which ran through her entire body.

      His eyes flared in surprise even as his fingers tightened. He stood so close her breath hitched. She could count the freckles under his tanned skin, trace the slight lines across his forehead and touch the rough bristles on his chin and jaw above his upper lip. His lip gave a slight twitch, drawing her gaze even more. She swallowed hard and forced her eyes back up to meet his. Every inch of her wanted to pull away and run, but his grip was too strong. Unshaven and rough, he smelled of horses, sweat and leather. She crinkled her nose. He needed a bath and a shave.

      She took a slow breath to calm herself, but his scent filled her senses, making her aware of his masculinity. “Anything you have to say to me, say it here.”

      “Mr. Truman.” Reverend Miller moved beside her as if to protect her. “What do you want?”

      He released her wrist and answered without taking his eyes o her. “I’m looking for Luke Wheeler.”

      His steady gaze made her knees tremble.

      “I went out to his place, but it was deserted. The saloonkeeper said to talk to Sally.”

      His cold gray-blue eyes looked her up and down with a cool appraisal that stunned her. Men just didn’t look at women that way. His eyes shone like silver lightning, and the tiny hairs on the back of her neck tingled.

      Under his beard, the planes of his face looked hard, as if he never smiled. She flushed under his gaze.

      Robert Truman appeared to be Luke’s age. Yet age was hard to judge in the West, where the land wore everything and everyone down before their time. How did he know Luke?

      “What do you want with him?” Reverend Miller asked.

      Robert dusted off his hat. His gray-blue eyes became flat and unreadable as stone. “He owes me.” He placed the hat back on and finished with absolute authority. “I’ve come to collect.”

      Her spine tingled with each word. Her nagging misgivings for Luke flared. What had he done?

      Once Robert’s hat was back on, Sally could no longer see his eyes under the hat brim. She could only see his straight nose, and firm jaw beneath the stubble. His jaw moved. She couldn’t tell if he still watched her, but she had a feeling he did, and she didn’t like it. She fingered her brooch as strange, disquieting thoughts raced through her mind.

      Who was he? What debt did Luke owe him?

      She wanted to ask, but the words froze in her throat.

      “I’m afraid you’re too late,” Reverend Miller said. “Luke took off, and his place was auctioned.” He nodded to Sally. “This lady is his wife, and that’s their daughter. So you see, you’re not the only one who’d like to know where he is.”

      If possible, Robert’s features hardened even more, and the look in his eyes as he stared into hers only made her more nervous. He glanced at Carolyn. “I’ll be in town, if you hear from him.”

      “We know where to find you,” Reverend Miller said.

      “Ladies.” Robert tipped his hat. The scent of campfires and horses followed him as he walked past. He swung up on his horse in one swift movement, and didn’t look back.

      As she watched him ride away, Sally’s anger toward Luke flamed into a raging fire. What kind of danger had he placed Matthew in? Whatever he was involved in, he’d drag Matthew right into the middle of it. There was no doubt in her mind.

      Robert Truman was a dangerous man.

      Reverend Miller gave Sally a look of concern. “Do you have any idea what Mr. Truman wants with Luke?”

      “No. Strange men came by, but Luke never introduced them.”

      “That man must be an outlaw,” Martha said.

      “Now, Martha, you don’t know that,” Reverend Miller said. “We’ll pray about it. All will be well, Sally.”

      But all wouldn’t be well. It hadn’t been for a long time.

      It was easy for the Millers to say wait and pray. Nothing bad ever happened to them. She’d prayed until her knees ached. She’d prayed Luke would change, she’d prayed they wouldn’t lose the farm. She was tired of waiting and she wasn’t listening to Reverend Miller any more. Sally turned away as her thoughts churned. She’d thought if she only tried hard enough, she could make her marriage work. That was a foolish dream.

      Luke had walked out on their marriage, and now her only concern was getting her son back. Luke’s problems were his own.

      She’d deal with her own problems now. She’d listened to her father, then Luke, then Reverend Miller. She was tired of following the advice of men. Where had that ever gotten her? She was tired of meekly accepting her lot in life. She no longer believed that by doing all the right things and trying harder, her life would turn out all right.

      Rob tossed his saddlebags onto the dresser in his room above the saloon, and then headed downstairs for a drink. He was filled with a sense of satisfaction. Soon he’d find Luke. Luke owed him. Five years spent in that miserable jail for a crime he didn’t commit had taught him to wait for vengeance.

      It surprised him to learn Luke had married. It didn’t seem possible a man like him would settle with one woman for any length of time.

      As Rob gathered information on Luke, he hoped Luke felt the noose tightening. No man on earth knew more about Luke Wheeler than he did. Like a hound catching a scent on the breeze, Rob sensed how close he was to obtaining his goal. But Luke had vanished, almost as if he’d known Rob was coming. The man had a way of slipping off just before the noose cut off his air.

      No man’s luck held forever.

      He’d find Luke, and then he’d be made to pay for five years of Rob’s life, his good name and May Belle. After all these years Rob would finally have justice. He found the thought extremely satisfying.

      Rob sipped his drink as a vision of Sally filled his head. She had a slim waist that flared into rounded hips, and her red-gold hair hung down to her waist in a braid. He wondered how it would look loose and falling over her bare shoulders.

      Luke had good taste in women. A pity Sally had married him. His gut told him she’d lead him to Luke. He’d keep watching her until she did.

      He tossed back the last of his drink and thought back to when he’d first seen her in the store, looking like an angel with those big blue eyes against her pale skin. The attraction had hit him with surprising force. No other woman had turned his head since his fiancée died.

      Revenge left no time for women. He wasn’t about to let one twist her way around his heart again, turning his head.

      Until he’d seen Sally, none had even come close. He’d briefly entertained the thought he’d gladly share her blankets. From the first moment he’d seen her, he’d wanted her, like a stallion filled with blood lust for his mare. Rob snorted. Like that could ever happen. Douse those thoughts now. I’ve been without a woman far too long. She’s married to Luke. The last woman on earth to get tangled up with.

      He pulled out a deck of cards and tapped them on the table. Cards would take his mind off thoughts of Sally. Thoughts of long red-gold hair spread across his blankets.

      He shook his head and willed the image away as he shuffled the cards.

      Sally listened to the clock in the parlor tick and watched Carolyn playing with her dolly in the corner. Moss would arrive soon. She wished he’d hurry. She hugged her arms around herself and stepped out onto the porch to wait.

      Sally agreed with Martha. Robert Truman is an outlaw. One who will eventually find my missing husband.

      She’d looked into his eyes and seen the determination there. Why, she could even see his face in front of her if she closed her eyes. She wished she could clear that vision from her mind.

      She couldn’t believe Luke had done this to her. What kind of a man is he, really? He allowed no questions, no talk of his past. What secrets does he have?

      Luke wasn’t a responsible father. She hadn’t been comfortable leaving Matthew with him when she’d gone to help Mrs. Harper. If I had taken Matthew with me, he would be with me now.

      The thought tore at her.

      With outlaws hunting for Luke, he’d drag Matthew right into the worst sort of trouble. Her stomach clenched. She had to find him. Each day Luke took him further away.

      The tragic circumstances of her life had tied her hands for far too long. From this day forward, things are going to change.

      There were many things she’d do once she had her son back, and one of the first was to find someone to teach her how to read.

      Ozzie halted his mule team in front of the house.

      Sally turned to Martha who’d joined her on the porch. “Martha, this is Ozzie Moss. He led our wagon train to Kansas.”

      Ozzie climbed down and held out his hand. He removed his hat and dust fell. “Pleased to meet ye, ma’am.”

      Martha’s nose twitched and she hesitated, eyeing his grubby hand as he grabbed hers and shook it. She brushed her hand on her apron. “Likewise.”

      “Time to git a move on,” Ozzie said.

      Sally said goodbye to the Millers, handed Carolyn up to Moss and climbed aboard the wagon. Carolyn caught Sally’s excitement as if it were a fever. She peeked into and under things.

      “Git on now,” Moss urged the mules forward and soon the parsonage was only a speck in the distance.

      Winter was coming fast, but Sally refused to worry about the weather. Moss had rubbed the canvas-covered wagon with oil to waterproof it so the supplies would be safe.

      A sense of strength came to her. Soon she’d see her son.

      Carolyn fell asleep to the creaking and rocking of the wagon. Sally covered her then sat back and wrapped the horse blanket around herself. The rough material scratched and she didn’t care for the smell, but it was warm. She’d get used to the smell. She’d have to get used to many things. She grinned, thinking of how Martha’s nose had twitched when Moss came near. He smelled like his mules.

      The movement of the wagon lulled Sally to sleep, and as she dozed she dreamed of Robert Truman. Each detail of his face was etched in her memory as his eyes looked into hers. His words repeated in her head over and over again. She woke with a start when they stopped.

      They camped for the night near a stream. Moss took care of the mules while Sally and Carolyn gathered kindling. Then Sally took out the skillet and plates from the wooden crate hanging off the back of the wagon. “Mama always said, ‘cook the easily spoiled foods first’. Better use the eggs since they might crack.” She reached into the flour barrel for eggs.

      By the time Moss finished caring for his mules, she’d scrambled the eggs.

      Carolyn giggled with glee. “Mama, this is breakfast food. So I don’t have to go to bed.”

      “Them biscuits sure do smell good.” Moss chuckled. “But little fillies don’t git to hear stories unless they go to bed.”

      “Will you tell me a story?”

      “I reckon.” As he ate, Moss told stories of trail rides, mining and cow poking. It seemed he’d done almost everything legal, and he hinted of things that weren’t as Carolyn listened with wide eyes.

      Sally wondered how old he was to have done all those things. His crinkled face was hidden behind a full beard and mustache.

      Moss caught Carolyn staring. “Well, little miss, what’re ye looking at?” He winked then stuck out his tongue to lick the food o his mustache. “I was savin’ it fer later.”

      Carolyn giggled.

      Moss winked at Sally then continued his tale. He had wiry, taut arms from driving mules, and his laugh was infectious.

      When was the last time I’ve had a good laugh? It felt good after all the tension she’d been under.

      After dinner he patted his girth. “I need to walk these here vittles off.”

      Sally washed the dishes and then tucked Carolyn in. “Mama, one more story?”

      Sally told her the story of Noah’s ark.

      “Can we take animals too?” Carolyn asked.

      “It would be fun, wouldn’t it? But no, there’ll be plenty of animals where we’re going.”

      “Where are we going?” asked Carolyn.

      “Texas.”

      “Will Matthew and Papa be there?” Carolyn yawned; barely able to keep her eyes open as Sally stroked her forehead.

      “Yes. Now go to sleep.” She smiled as Carolyn closed her eyes.

      “Let’s have us a talk,” Moss said.

      “What’s on your mind?”

      He gestured to the land around them. “We’re in God’s country. Ain’t no other men nor women about, no townsfolk to tell ye what ain’t fittin’.”

      “I’m glad to be away from all the wagging tongues.”

      Moss gave her a stern look and continued. “No protection against nature, no law, no safety fer women nor children. Just us here, Sally. No one to know if ’n ye change yer mind. Ye kin settle in the next town an’ start fresh.”

      She placed her hands on her hips. “No. I’m going to Texas. My son needs me.” Pacing, she looked away south and clenched her fists. “Luke had no right to take him.” She turned back to Moss with frown. “And when I find him he’s going to wish he hadn’t.”

      Moss raised his hands. “I ain’t gonna argue with ye. But don’t never say ole Moss didn’t give ye a chance to change yer mind.”

      “I know you’re only thinking of me, Moss, but there’ll be no changing my mind. I have to find my son.”

      He slapped his hat on his trouser leg and stomped away from the campsite. “Tarnation,” he muttered, “what’ve ye got yerself into this time, ye ole fool.”

      His mule brayed in response. “Talkin’ to a woman’s like barkin’ at a knot.”

      One thing she’d have to get used to was the way Moss muttered to his mules constantly, as if she couldn’t hear him.

      The supplies in the wagon left little room for sleeping. Carolyn slept inside while Sally slept under the wagon. Along with her excitement over being on the trail, a hoot owl kept Sally awake well into the night. at and a sense that someone was there in the dark, watching her.  But it was only nerves from sleeping out under the stars. Once she slept, she dreamed of wagons, dust, heat, thirst and Matthew calling to her on the wind as a firm hand closed around her wrist.

      In the darkness, Rob studied Sally. Silhouetted as she paced in front of the fire, she couldn’t see him as he sat on his horse, watching.

      Pensively, he peered through the darkness and wondered if she could sense he’d followed her. Her hand rose to play with the brooch at her neck, a nervous mannerism. She paced back and forth like a caged animal. Each time she turned, her hair flipped in the air. She crossed her arms and placed her hands on her hips.

      The motion emphasized the curve of her hips. Rob blew out a whistle as he watched her in the dark. The way the camp fire silhouetted her figure and lit her unbound hair sent his thoughts in an unwanted direction. He willed them away.  She shook her head at the old man.  Who was the old codger? Was he taking her to Luke?

      Rob kept back far enough so no one would notice, but Sally had a way of looking around as if she knew he was there. He sat on his horse watching until she slipped into her bedroll. Then he rode back to his own campsite.

      He sat cleaning his gun and wondered what her true feelings were toward Luke. Luke’s abandonment could be his way of getting out of debt without facing consequences. The question was whether Sally was in on the scheme.

      Luke has been good at avoiding his responsibilities so far. But all that will change soon.

      Rob finished cleaning his empty gun and then pointed it at an imaginary target and dry fired. The day of reckoning couldn’t be postponed forever.

      I’ll find you, Luke. Then you’ll pay.

      The question of Sally remained. Was she in cahoots with Luke? The storekeeper claimed Sally only wanted to find her son, but the man was obviously protecting Sally.

      Luke is a smooth one who can sweet-talk a woman into anything. And she is his wife.

      She’d taken off before he had a chance to talk to her again. It irked him. But he’d have another chance. There are hundreds of miles between here and Texas. A few days on the trail will wear her down. The old man is no protection. One old man, one woman and a small child traveling so far at the start of winter and through Indian Territory don’t stand a chance.

      Rob shook his head. Sally was lucky he’d followed her. He wouldn’t let anything happen to her. She was his quickest route to Luke. But she was skittish as a colt. He had no intention of approaching her until the time was right. He put the gun away and lay down on his bedroll. For now he’d sleep and try to put thoughts of Sally out of his mind. He closed his eyes and the image of Sally standing in front of the fire filled his mind. Damn it. If I can just stop thinking about the woman.

      The next morning Sally woke stiff and tired.

      “Don’t look like ye slept none,” Moss said.

      As she nodded, her head throbbed. “No. I didn’t.”

      “Go rest in back. Carolyn ken ride with me. Won’t do ye no good to wear yerself out. Ye’ll walk when them mules tire.” Sally climbed in the back then curled up between two barrels. She fell asleep immediately and dreamed.

      Robert Truman’s gray-blue eyes were watching her. Steady, without blinking they seared her to her very soul. His hand closed over her wrist and a light feeling came over her body as he rose into the air, pulling her along beside him until they rested on a milky white cloud, floating without touching a solid thing in the blue sky.

      Sally looked down and saw she was naked. Then she looked at him. The cloud covered him like a mist, but she knew beneath it he was naked too.

      She waited, without fear or embarrassment for what would happen next. Still his gaze never wavered from hers.

      He pulled her close and suddenly they were falling into the clouds, as he planted a kiss in the hollow of her neck. The sky turned dark as his kiss sang through her body, and she closed her eyes as she felt her body rising. Rising as a heat built within her and they rose higher into the clouds.

      His lips moved from her neck to her ear, raining kisses all the way down to her breasts. She gave herself freely to him, and with each kiss they rose a little further until she felt she would burst with the feeling. And as his lips moved down her belly to her pleasure point, they soared higher until his tongue touched her there and she exploded into a million glowing stars in the night sky.

      It was then that she woke, heart pounding, with a sense of unreality at seeing where she was, and trying to make sense of it all.

      Moss was telling Carolyn of their wagon train to Kansas. Hearing Moss speak of the hardships they’d endured brought her back to earth with a crash.

      Those were long hot days on the trail. Papa had made Kansas sound magical with its free land for farming. He’d never had a chance to plow the first row. On the trail, Mama had caught the fever and died.

      Sally could still picture the open field they’d buried Mama in. The sun had beat down as they’d piled rocks on the grave to keep wolves out. Moss had said to hurry before Indians came. Out of the twenty buried in the long row of graves, Ma- ma’s stood out forever in her mind.

      Carolyn was asleep. Sally moved her into the back of the wagon then sat beside Moss.

      “Did ye sleep good, Sally Mae?”  She hadn’t been called that since Papa died.

      “Yes, I did.”

      “I was tellin’ Carolyn of our ride to Kansas.”

      “I heard. It brought back sad memories.”

      “Ye did yer best takin’ care of yer sisters.”

      She’d cared for them after Mama died until the fever took them too.

      “Papa was never the same.”

      “He jus’ give up on life.”

      Sally nodded but couldn’t speak and Moss patted her knee. “We’ll get to Texas.”

      “I should’ve listened to you when you told me not to marry Luke.”

      He grunted. “Ye ain’t never took my advice.”

      She’d met Luke right after her father died. He was devilishly handsome and charmed her before she could think. She’d been occupied with illness and death, and his words were like a breath of fresh air. Soon he had her smiling like a candle that hadn’t been lit for a long time. With Luke’s coaxing and teasing, her appetite returned. She turned to him like a daisy turns toward the sun, soaking up the attention. Soaking up what she’d thought was love. But he’d never used the word. Not once.  After the wedding he changed. He became secretive and moody.  He’d ride off for weeks. His temper was short. Having a son hadn’t changed him one lick. She’d learned quickly to keep the children away as she bore the brunt of his temper.

      Why would Luke take Matthew when he doesn’t even like children?

      All those nights he’d come home with whiskey breath and hard fists. She shook her head to force back the bad memories. Every memory she had of Luke was soured in some way. Kansas was Papa’s dream and my nightmare.

      “Moss, how many weeks before we reach Texas?”

      “Now, Sally Mae, ye know there ain’t any way of tellin’. On a good day a wagon might travel twenty miles an’ in winter it won’t go near as fast if ’n the weather don’t hold.”

      After a time, Sally walked beside the wagon. Moss claimed the more weight the mules pulled, the quicker they’d tire.

      Here on the trail, she had hours full of nothing to do but walk along beside the wagon, retracing Luke’s actions over the last two weeks. His behavior had been stranger than usual. The day Mr. Harper came to get Sally because his wife was in early labor, Luke had pushed her into the barn, locked the door and demanded she li her skirts. He’d known he’d be gone before I would return.

      She thought again of her embarrassment when she emerged from the barn. She could tell by the way Mr. Harper reddened and turned away that he’d known what Luke had done.

      Luke had laughed and said, “A wife has to see to her own man’s needs before she runs o to another man’s house. Especially a man with a pregnant wife who ain’t had any.”

      Sally had lifted Carolyn into Mr. Harper’s wagon before she quickly climbed in herself. In her hurry to get away from Luke, she’d forgotten to hug Matthew. “Mind your father,” she’d called out, as Mr. Harper cracked the whip. That had been the way she’d said goodbye to Matthew. Tears filled her eyes and ran down her cheeks. It had all happened so fast.

      Anger overtook the place of pain in her heart, numbing it. He’d known he was leaving days before the auction, and the last thing he’d said to her was “get in here and lift your skirt”. Bruises were all he’d left her with. Setting her jaw, she determined to do whatever it took to get her son back from the monster that was her husband. And heaven help anyone who stands in my way.
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      Carolyn bounced on the seat. “Look, Mama, look!”

      “Yes, sunshine, that’s Fort Riley.”

      “We’ll stop here for a day or two, an’ I’ll ask if anyone has seen Luke,” Moss said.

      “We can’t stay long.” Sally frowned. “Each day Luke gets farther away. I had no idea we’d travel so slow.”

      “Cain’t go no faster lessen’ ye got fresh mules. And them we ain’t got. Hep.” He urged his team on toward the fort.

      “It looks like the soldiers are preparing for trouble.” The fort was a buzz of activity as they rode in. Carolyn stared at the soldiers in fascination. Moss stopped the wagon as a soldier held up one hand.

      “All civilians report to Sergeant Keener. Follow me.”

      Sally and Carolyn trailed along behind the men until they reached a small, white tent. Inside, a sergeant with a pencil-thin mustache shuffled through papers on his desk. He rose when they entered, lifted his hat and nodded to Sally. “Ma’am.” He gestured to two chairs and they sat.

      Sally held Carolyn on her lap.

      “Name?”

      “Sally Wheeler. This is my daughter Carolyn and my friend Ozzie Moss.”

      The sergeant made a notation then leaned back and tapped his fingers together. “Where are you headed?”

      “To Texas to find my husband and son.”  Husband. The word tasted bitter in her mouth.

      The sergeant raised his eyebrows and watched her for a long moment without speaking. “That’s quite a distance for a woman and child to travel without protection.”

      “Now look here.” Moss stood, sputtering.

      The sergeant held up his hand. “No offense. You’ll stay in the Fort. Later you can travel with a group headed south.”

      “Do you know of any such group?” Sally asked.

      “No.” He eyed Sally up and down as an odd look crossed his face. Then he glanced over at Moss. “We’ll speak of your missing husband later.”

      He knows something about Luke.

      Sally nodded, barely able to contain her questions. He obviously wasn’t going to tell her now. The dismissal in his tone was evident.

      “My birthday is tomorrow,” Carolyn piped up.

      Th e sergeant smiled down at her. “How old will you be?”

      She held up four fingers.

      Sergeant Keener turned to Sally. “I don’t have time to talk now, but I’d be pleased if you’d join me for dinner tomorrow night.”

      “Thank you.” She’d ask him about Luke then.

      “I must return to my duties. You’ll camp with the others.”

      Holding Carolyn’s hand, Sally left the tent.

      The settlers’ area was full of wagons, tents, cook fires and children running. Moss chose a spot for the wagon then tended his mules. Sally washed the dust from her face then accepted a glass of cider from the woman camped beside them as Carolyn played with the woman’s two daughters.  “What are the soldiers preparing for?” Sally asked.

      The woman stared. “Haven’t you heard? Them Indians raided five homesteads. The army ordered us into the fort for safety.”

      Matthew. She could only hope and pray Luke would keep him safe. Luke’s vicious streak could be the one thing protecting Matthew.

      “The sergeant said to find a group headed south.”

      “You won’t find one. Not now. We’re all staying here.”

      “I can’t stay. I have to find my husband and son.”

      “You should be thankful to be safe in this fort.” The woman shivered. “Lord knows what them savages might do.”

      Sally had heard terrible tales of Indian raids. But Luke and Matthew had to travel through Indian Territory to reach Texas, and so would she. She wrapped her arms around Carolyn and held her close, unable to bear the thought of anyone hurting either of her children.

      I have to find my son, and no threat of Indians is going to stop me. I’ll do whatever it takes to get him away from Luke. To get him away from danger and safe, back in my arms where he belongs.

      She gave Carolyn a squeeze and breathed in her sweet little girl scent, closing her eyes. No one gets between my children and me. Not even Luke.

      After settling Carolyn in bed, Sally lay awake watching the stars and listening to the noises in the fort.

      A soldier on watch called, “All’s well”.   It didn’t reassure her.  All the dangers Matthew could encounter played themselves through her head. Despite her determination to force the thoughts away, her mind kept returning to them. She wanted to saddle a horse and ride after him as fast as she could. But she couldn’t with Carolyn to consider. If only Luke’s bad temper was enough to keep her son alive. Luke wasn’t a man to cross.

      Sally rolled onto her side. She longed to sleep next to Carolyn in the wagon, holding her. But there was no room. Dozens of supplies filled the back of the wagon. Twenty pounds of coffee, twenty pounds of sugar, ten pounds of rice and one hundred pounds of flour. Then there was the load Moss had to deliver. She fingered the locket she wore even when she slept. She’d lost so many family heirlooms already. Each time Luke had sold one she’d cried. Tears made Luke angry.

      Tonight tears spilled down her cheeks. No one could see her in the darkness and the night noises muted the sound. A dog barked, a baby cried and somewhere a man snored. Here in the dark it’s safe to cry.

      Questions raced through her head. Was Matthew sleeping under the stars or with a roof over his head? Was he warm enough? And the most nagging question of all—why had Luke taken him? Did he hate her that much? He had to have known what this would do to her. Imagining where Matthew was tonight would make her wild with worry. Wherever Luke was, he was playing cards. Matthew would eat according to Luke’s luck.

      Luke held his secrets like cards, close to himself. Why hadn’t he warned her that a man might come looking for him? Where had he gone? And what had he done to make Robert come after him? Luke was capable of anything. Except honest work.

      The last time he’d stayed out all night, she’d found a bit of courage. Or was it fear of losing the farm? She’d told him not to come home again stinking of whiskey. She’d said the next time he went riding out, it had better be to find a job. She’d thought he would hit her, but instead he smirked. Now she pictured his smirk and wondered if he’d taken Matthew for spite.

      All she’d ever wanted was to be a good wife and mother. She’d tried so hard to do whatever he’d asked. Yet it had never been enough. She’d thought she married one kind of man only to find herself married to another. From the first week of their marriage, she’d learned to give him what he wanted.

      He enjoys hurting me.

      “I’m glad he’s gone,” she whispered into the night.  Her thoughts turned to Robert Truman. Strange how she could close her eyes and see each detail of his face yet she couldn’t say the same of Luke. Perhaps it was that she didn’t want to remember Luke and all the bad memories.

      Robert Truman’s eyes haunted her, the way his gaze searched her, as if looking for her every secret, the way his gaze penetrated her deeper than any man’s ever had.

      She tried to put him out of her mind, but it was impossible. Each time she saw a shadow, she had the feeling he was there watching her. But when she turned to look, no one was there. Though she felt sure he was miles away, the feeling lingered.

      If he discovered where Luke had gone, would he find Luke before she did? She pictured the way the muscle clenched in his jaw when he spoke Luke’s name. What had Luke done to put that look in his eyes and what would he do about it?

      There was bound to be shooting. She had to make sure her son didn’t stand in the way between the two most dangerous men she’d ever met.

      Rob entered the fort and told the sentry on duty he was traveling to Oklahoma to find an old friend. Half-truths had served him well since he’d begun the search for Luke.

      He’d once counted Luke a passing acquaintance. May Belle had enjoyed the man’s company and Rob had wanted to please her.

      Love had blinded him. He should’ve trusted his instincts. If not for Luke, his fiancée would still be alive. His fists clenched.  Beautiful unfaithful May Belle.  He was no longer the trusting fool he’d once been. There was only one person he could trust. Himself.

      He wanted to talk to Sally again, but she’d left before he’d had a chance. Once he got her alone, he’d get answers. Now that she had only the old man to keep her company, he’d have a better chance of talking to her on the trail. It would be easy to watch her undetected with people milling about the fort.

      He’d just finished grooming his horse when Lee Clark, his former prison mate, rode up. “I’ve been chasing you for the last three days. You said you’d meet me in Marysville.”

      “Sally took off and I had to catch up. I knew you’d be able to find me. What news do you have?”

      “Luke isn’t married to that woman you’ve been following.”

      “That’s not what I heard.”

      As a former Pinkerton man, Lee was capable of tracking the craftiest outlaw and he was very thorough.

      “You want to hear the rest?”

      “You know I do.”

      “Luke was busy while you were locked up. Managed to marry three different women.”

      Rob snorted. “Figures.”

      “It gets even better.”

      “Go on.”

      “He’s played them all for fools. He finds lonely women who have no family, convinces them to marry him, then brings in a traveling minister to do the honors. But he’s no minister. He’s one of Luke’s gang.”

      “Three women.” Rob shook his head. “Damn, he has been busy. And let me guess. He takes all their money, and then disappears.”

      “That’s what he did to Sally. He borrowed so heavily on their farm there was no chance they’d ever get it back. Rose is a dancehall girl; she never had any money to begin with. She was his first wife, before you met him. Their son ought to be about thirteen now. She’s still carrying a torch for him but he doesn’t come around.”

      “And the other?”

      “The other is the most recent. Young girl who lived with her mother and helped her run a boarding house before the girl took up with Luke and got pregnant. She’s working in a saloon now.”

      Another life ruined. Luke was good at that.

      “Her mother said I’d be doing her a favor if I put a bullet between his eyes.”

      “I’ll be more than happy to oblige her.”

      “You’ll want to talk to the girl. She’s the one most likely to know where he is, if Sally isn’t going to meet him.”

      “She claims she’s married to him and he’s taken her son. Says she’s going to get the boy back.”

      “She’ll need help if it’s just her and the old man. What do you plan to do?”

      “First I’m going to find out what she knows about where Luke has headed and if she’s in league with him.”

      “You going to tell her she isn’t married?”

      Rob looked off toward the wagon. “When the time is right.”

      “That might change her mind if she’s thinking kindly toward him. Give her another reason to be mad.”

      Rob stared off into the distance and frowned. So Sally isn’t married. That doesn’t change a thing. But even as he told himself that, deep down he knew one reason to fight the attraction to her had just been removed.

      Lee watched him for a minute without speaking. “Never thought a woman would get under your skin again.”

      “She hasn’t.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure.”

      “Lee, you know why I’m here. And nothing and no one is going to get in my way.”

      “Do you want my help?”

      “Don’t need it. But I’m much obliged to you for finding out what you did and coming all this way to tell me.”  Lee grasped his shoulder. “Some debts can never be repaid. Any time you need me, I’ve got your back.”

      Rob clasped his shoulder in return. “I appreciate that. But this one is for me and me alone.”

      Lee nodded and they stepped apart.

      “Come on, I’ll buy you a drink. If you’ve been chasing me for three days you must be a mite thirsty.”

      “That I am.”

      Rob contemplated what Sally would do once she heard the news as they headed for the bar.

      ****

      The next day Carolyn and Sally wore their new yellow dresses. Sally wanted to look respectable. The threadbare dress she’d been wearing wasn’t even fit for quilt scraps.

      She kept to the wagon keeping an eye on Carolyn while Moss made inquiries about Luke.

      By dinnertime he’d still learned nothing of value.

      “He ain’t one to tell folks his business,” Moss said.

      “Perhaps the sergeant knows something,” Sally said.

      “You gals are purty as a picture.” Moss winked.

      “Lovely.” Sergeant Keener appeared in front of the wagon, smiled and extended his arm. “Ma’am, may I have the honor?”

      “Yes, sir, you may.” Sally linked her arm through his and they walked to his tent for dinner.

      Moss trailed along behind to chaperone. Earlier he’d pointed out that a lone woman was an invitation to some men, missing husband or not.

      “Can I touch your sword?” Carolyn asked.

      “If you’re very careful.”

      She touched it with her index finger and giggled. “It’s shiny.”

      At the sergeant’s tent they were served chicken, cornbread, and for dessert, a birthday cake. After dinner, the sergeant gave Carolyn a rag doll. She danced with it, singing.

      The sergeant stood. “I’ll walk you back to your wagon.”

      They strolled back and Moss went to check on his mules.

      Sally lifted Carolyn into the wagon and then turned back to the sergeant. “I want to thank you for all you’ve done.” Her surprise at the gift was mingled with suspicion. He’d gone out of his way to give Carolyn a present, yet he’d only met them yesterday. It was quite inappropriate.

      Carolyn hugged the doll tight as she settled in to play. Sally couldn’t refuse the gift now. Carolyn was too young to understand. But it made Sally uncomfortable.

      “My pleasure, ma’am.” He moved toward Sally. “We’ll have dinner in my tent tomorrow night. Just the two of us.”

      “No, I couldn’t.” She stepped back, suddenly wary. Her back touched the wagon and she jumped. All through dinner she’d hoped he’d tell her what he knew. Yet when pressed, he claimed to know nothing of Luke or her son. Her hand rose to her brooch as he leaned nearer. “I must find my husband and son.”

      “I can’t allow you to leave the fort. It’s too dangerous.”

      “What do you mean you can’t allow it?”

      He gripped her arm. “Listen. I can’t protect you outside this fort. You must stay.”

      She stiffened as her heart hammered in her chest. The look in his eyes made her nervous.

      He pulled her closer. “You mustn’t leave.”

      Why is he behaving this way? He knows I’m married. It isn’t proper.

      She glanced at Carolyn, who was completely engrossed in her new dolly.

      Sergeant Keener followed the direction of her glance. “Think of your child if you won’t think of yourself.”

      “I am thinking of my child.”

      She thought of nothing but. Nothing but her missing child.

      He reached up and released the wagon flap. “Think long and hard, Sally.” His thumb rubbed her arm inside her elbow. “I’d hate to see you captured for an Indian’s slave. That red hair of yours makes you quite a prize.”

      “I’ll be careful.”

      He yanked her close against his body, his arousal evident. “I’ll take care of you.”

      She gasped and tried to pull away.  His fingers tightened.  She froze, his manner suddenly reminding her of Luke. Don’t make him angry.

      “It’s a hard journey. But that’s not the only thing that’s hard.” He pushed her against the wagon, knocking the wind out of her as his fingers bit into her arm and his other hand yanked up her skirt.

      She struggled, trying to push him away. “No!”

      Carolyn called out, “Mama?”

      “Go to sleep, birthday girl, I’ll take care of your mama.” His hand forced her underclothes away and he growled in her ear, “Stay quiet. You don’t want your daughter to see.”

      “Leave me alone,” she whispered, frantically struggling. “I’m married.”

      “I like a woman with fire.” His hand cupped her bare bottom and squeezed, pulling her close to rub against her. “And when I met Luke Wheeler he said nothing of a wife or son.”

      Sally gasped.

      Matthew wasn’t with him? Where had he hidden Matthew so that the sergeant hadn’t seen him?

      “He didn’t seem the marrying type.”  His lips took hers in a harsh, controlling kiss.

      Sally’s mind spun as she struggled to get away.

      He let her up for air. “If you’re good to me, I’ll escort you south myself. It’s been a long time since I had a woman.”

      The click of a gun cocking behind the sergeant’s head made him freeze.

      “Let her go.” Robert Truman stood behind the sergeant with a look of fury on his face, his voice dead calm.

      “This is none of your business.” The sergeant let her go and turned to face him. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll move along.”

      “This woman is my business. So it’s you who’ll be moving along.” Robert’s gaze narrowed. “Now.”

      The sergeant moved away one slow step at a time, his hands raised. “Sally, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Not if I can help it.

      “Sally, are you all right?” Robert’s voice was gentle, his profile strong and sure.

      “Yes.” She adjusted her clothes nervously and smoothed her skirt. “Thank you for stopping him.”

      “No thanks are necessary. If there’s anything else I can do for you...”

      He could hold her until her limbs stopped shaking. No, she couldn’t tell him that. She shouldn’t even be thinking of it. But he’d saved her and she couldn’t seem to stop herself as he stood before her, strength radiating from him like the rays of the sun.

      It would be so easy to fall into his arms.

      Yet she couldn’t. She twisted the wedding band on her finger. She’d taken vows to be true to her husband, scoundrel that he was. And she wouldn’t break them. She glanced away. “No. Moss will be back soon.” If Moss knew an outlaw was looking for her husband, he might change his mind about taking her to Texas. She couldn’t tell him about Robert.

      “Who is Moss?”

      “Ozzie Moss is an old family friend.” She looked about for Ozzie. “You should go.”

      “It would be best if I waited for your friend to return. In case the sergeant comes back.”

      “No. I’ll be fine.” Her fingers touched the brooch and she bit her lip with a frown. Moss would be here any minute. Then she’d have to explain Robert’s presence. “Really.”

      He sized her up in silence, his gray-blue eyes lingering over her with warmth that made her flush. Finally he nodded. “Then I’ll be going. You take care, Sally.”

      “Thank you again. Good night.”

      Sally looked into the wagon where Carolyn had fallen asleep and sighed with relief. Her daughter had been spared the scene.

      Moss came up. “I spoke to the sergeant when ye was xin’ up fer dinner. We’d best lay low here ’til it’s safe.”

      “Why, Moss, I didn’t think you were afraid of anything.”

      “’Fraid, no, course not,” he sputtered. “Jus’ makes more work fer a man to set his sails ’gainst a pervailin’ wind, and them winds is pervailin’ right now.”

      She placed her hands on her hips. “We have to leave tonight. I can’t stay here. How soon can you be ready?”

      He stared at her. “Ozzie Moss is always ready, even when he don’t want ter be. Tarnation, Sally, cain’t it wait ’til mornin’?”

      “No. The sergeant tried to...seduce me.” She didn’t like lying to Ozzie, but if she told the truth she’d have to explain about Robert. “I wouldn’t sleep a wink, knowing he was nearby.”

      He shook his head and stomped o muttering, “Women folks always has to have their way. Cain’t reason with ’em, worse’n mules. Have to leave tonight. Humph.”

      Sally ignored him. She’d take her chances outside the fort, Indians and all. She couldn’t stay here another minute.

      Rob had watched and listened from the shadows as the sergeant manhandled Sally. His hand had closed over his gun and flexed before he forced it away.

      No. All Sally has to do is cry out. But she had made no sound other than a whisper he couldn’t hear from where he hid. She must know her marriage isn’t valid. Why else is she carrying on with the sergeant? Or is she one of those women who likes a little on the side? Is the man going to take her right there, with her little girl inside the wagon? Now that just isn’t right.

      She’d begun to struggle, and as he saw the sergeant raise her skirt baring her leg, Rob had moved out of the shadows and pulled his gun.

      When it was over, he’d stepped back into the shadows to watch over her as he had before.

      She seemed to attract the worst sort of men. Keeping the woman safe clear to Texas might prove to be more of a job than he’d thought. It would be much better if he were to travel with her. He wondered how that could be arranged.

      Rob smiled to himself as he heard Sally tell the old man she was leaving tonight. That suited him just fine. He’d be right behind her, keeping back far enough that she wouldn’t realize he followed her.

      He was drawn to her like no woman he’d ever met before. She made his blood surge. It would’ve been easier if she were truly married. Then she would’ve been off limits. If not for Luke, things would be very different. He would’ve gathered her in his arms, comforting her after her scare. If not for Luke, she wouldn’t have been in this position in the first place. Neither would he.

      He watched her until he was sure they were ready to head out, pushing away the thought of holding her in his arms.

      What were her feelings toward Luke and what secrets did she hide? Did she hide Luke’s secrets? She was a puzzle he’d solve.

      He considered her recent behavior. She seemed in a great hurry to find Luke. She was probably following his instructions to meet.

      Women aren’t to be trusted.

      He’d learned that lesson the hard way.

      “Moss, hurry.”  Will the sergeant bar me from leaving the fort?

      Moss grumbled to his mules, “Dang woman, cain’t wait to run into trouble in the middle of the night. Has to leave now.” He climbed onto the wagon. “Dang if it ain’t aggravatin’ followin’ a woman’s direction.”

      Sally pretended not to hear him as they rode away south.

      Once on the trail, Moss kept silent, brooding.

      “I’m sorry, Moss, but I had to get away from that man. I doubt the Indians will bother us.”

      “If yer in their territory, they’ll bother ye all right. Don’t matter who ye are or if ye travel by day or night.”

      “I had no choice. And we’ll find Matthew quicker.”

      “Ain’t no point in arguin’ with a woman anyhow,” Moss muttered. “Get on now,” he called to his mules.

      They drove all night and Sally dozed with the intention of offering to take a turn driving the mules after they stopped. “I reckon we gone as far as we kin. I’m mighty hungry an’ my mules need restin’.”

      “I’ll fix us a nice big meal. We didn’t see one Indian. Now aren’t you glad we didn’t hide in the fort?”

      “I ain’t never hid, but I laid low many a time. It ain’t the same. Not seein’ Indians on the first night don’t mean we ain’t gonna see Indians later.”

      “I’m not afraid. I’ve seen one.”

      “When? Where?” Moss frowned, glanced around and squinted o into the distance.

      “Not here. On our ride to Kansas, I saw a girl in a canoe.”

      “Humph. If you’d seen a warrior, you’d a been more skeered, I reckon.”

      “Well, just the same, nothing bad happened.”

      “Ye gonna fix them vittles or yap all day?” He stomped off.

      She called after him, “I promised you a big meal, and that’s what you’ll have.”

      Hungry men were grouchy men. This wasn’t the time to argue with him about Indians. She thought of all the stories her grandfather had told of their people in Scotland and Ireland fighting over land. Men always fought over land. She couldn’t fault the Indians for fighting for theirs, though she knew it wasn’t a popular opinion.

      Sally sliced sweet potatoes, fried them in hot fat then sprinkled them with molasses. A gust of wind blew, causing her skirt to catch and rise toward the fire. She backed away quick, remembering the woman who’d caught fire during the Kansas trip. She’d have to be more careful.

      She mixed an ashcake with cornmeal, the last of the buttermilk and fat. Then she kneaded the thick dough and placed it in the skillet to bake. Food would be harder to come by as the trail went on. Much would depend on what Moss could shoot.

      After they ate, she walked to the stream to wash the dishes and pans. On the other side of the stream, a black horse pawed the ground. There must be a rider nearby. But she didn’t see anyone. The only sounds were the trickling of the water and the horse’s huffing. Still, someone had to have ridden the horse. It wore a blanket.

      A man crouched in the bushes, his dark eyes watching her. Her breath caught. She froze.

      The Indian warrior didn’t appear to move or breathe. His dark eyes locked onto her, his penetrating gaze dark and fierce, his shoulders powerful as if carved of stone. He didn’t blink.

      She couldn’t move or scream and her breath roared in her ears, while her mind told her to run.

      His fierce chiseled face held smudges of dirt, as if he’d stepped out of the land, like no civilized man. He wore two feathers in his hair and three necklaces, one made from claws. Would he kill her? Carolyn!

      She was with Moss. He’d fire a shot if there were trouble. All was quiet.  What was the warrior waiting for? Was he alone?

      His eyes continued to bore into hers. It seemed like days and still he didn’t move. His horse shuffled and she noticed it was lame. The man’s shoulder bled from a wound.

      His chest rose slightly. So he was breathing, but still he barely moved. How bad was his wound? She had medicine back at the wagon. Would he let her clean the wound?

      Water dripped through the rinsing cloth, past her fingers, down her arm. Still, she stood frozen, afraid to lay it down. Sudden movement might startle him into doing something. What should she do? Try to help him? Scream or run? If only Moss would come.

      Could he be hungry? Slowly she reached for the pan that held the remaining sweet potatoes and held it out toward him.

      His dark eyes, which rooted her to the edge of the stream, darted past her to their campsite. He listened then shot her a sharp glance as he moved back into the bushes, taking cover until she no longer saw him.

      She looked back at the campsite. What had startled him?

      “Sally, where did ye run off to?” Moss called.

      Quickly she set the pan of food down and gathered the other dishes. She’d return for the pan later. “I was washing dishes,” she called as she hurried back to the wagon. “It ain’t safe to go off alone.”

      “I’m perfectly fine.” She walked quickly away from the tree line toward the wagon.

      Later, Sally slipped back to the creek. She saw no sign of the warrior, but on her side of the stream on the rock where she’d sat to gather water, a necklace of blue-green rocks lay next to the empty pan. She slipped the necklace over her head and tucked it inside her blouse. If she wore the gift openly, she’d have to explain it to Moss. Yet another secret she kept from him.

      Moss had said they’d start back on the trail the next morning. Sally watched the tree line for signs of the Indian as she listened to every little sound.

      “Morning,” Sally said.

      Moss stretched like the old hunting dog her grandfather once had. He’d aged since their last journey. Back then he’d always been the first up. A niggling bit of doubt made her wonder if she’d been wise in asking him to help her.

      Though he prided himself on his tracking and wilderness skills, his eyes weren’t as sharp as she remembered. He hadn’t noticed the eagle circling overhead earlier, and he had trouble finding things in the wagon.

      “Mornin’. Coffee made yit?”

      “Almost.” She placed her hands on her hips. “It’s high time you let me take a turn driving the wagon.” She’d pull her own weight on the trail.

      “Well, now. If yer sure ye kin handle ’em.”

      “I can.”

      He seemed pleased and she was glad she’d made the offer. Once they’d finished breakfast and she’d driven for a bit to show him she really could handle the team, they stopped and he unhitched one of the mules. “Reckon I’ll scout ahead jus’ fer a short bit.” He rode off with a nod to her, as the team started forward.

      The rhythm of the wagon put Carolyn to sleep. Sally gazed ahead as the sense of being alone came over her. She should be used to the feeling by now. Even when Luke was home, she was alone. She’d give anything to have her sisters and her parents back again. To hear the chatter of female voices. Anything but the mournful prairie wind.

      The wagon lurched. Sally’s hands tightened on the reins as something gave a loud crack. The wagon tipped to the side.

      Carolyn screamed.

      “Carolyn!” Sally reached for her as they slid sideways. The corner of the wagon hit the ground with a thud and they tumbled off the seat onto the hard soil, Sally cushioning Carolyn’s fall. She fought to hold onto the three startled mules. They moved about frantically and as she stood, they al-most threw her off her feet again.

      After she had them settled and tied the reins, she turned to Carolyn, who stood sucking her thumb, as her rag doll hung limp in her other hand.

      A tear ran down Carolyn’s cheek as she began to cry. “Mama, I was scared.”

      Sally hugged her. “You’re all right, sunshine. Moss will be back soon. He’ll tell us what to do.” She surveyed the damage, looking to see what they’d hit.

      They’d hit a rock. It looked bad. How could she have hit such a large rock? Why hadn’t she paid attention as she drove the wagon? Moss would be angry. It was all her fault. She wished now that she hadn’t offered to drive his team.

      How long it would be until he returned? And what would he do? Even if he yelled, at least he’d know what to do. He’d have to fix the wagon out here in the middle of nowhere.

      Sally and Carolyn sat on the ground and waited under the gray sky, which grew darker by the minute. Raindrops sprinkled down. They moved near the wagon for protection.

      Carolyn whimpered and hugged her dolly tight.

      Sally heard a rider rapidly approaching. She jumped up and ran around to the other side of the wagon shouting, “Oh, I’m so glad you’ve come!” Her smile faded as her eyes locked on the man’s long, lean form. A flicker of apprehension coursed through her. She placed a hand over her brooch, took a step back and froze.

      No, not him again.

      “Well, Sally, what a surprise.”

      What was he doing here? Was he following her?

      “Looks like you could use a hand.” Robert Truman got down off his horse and strode toward her.  Sally put her arms around Carolyn, pulling her close.  It seemed the world stopped as he drew closer.  He stood in front of her, tall and straight like a towering spruce, as he looked down into her eyes, his sharp gray-blue eyes assessing her. He’d bathed and shaved. The angles of his chin now stood out on his chiseled face. This was the second time in two days Robert Truman had come to her rescue.

      She stared as if she’d never seen him before. He was incredibly handsome now that he’d cleaned up. His mouth curved into a smile, deepening the lines of his face as he glanced down at Carolyn. A butterfly uttered in Sally’s stomach.

      “There’s no reason to be afraid,” he said.

      “I’m not afraid,” Carolyn replied.

      He looked pointedly at Sally’s hands, which were holding her daughter too tight.

      She let loose and Carolyn moved away to find her dolly. As Sally continued to look into his eyes, a sense came over her that he wouldn’t hurt them.  She realized she was staring and blushed. He was much taller than Luke. He towered over her, making her feel small. And he was looking at her in a way that made her cheeks even warmer. In fact, her body was growing warmer by the minute and the memory of the feel of his hand over her wrist returned. Flustered, she looked down at her wrist. He was disturbing to her in every way.

      Robert moved closer in front of her with a commanding air of self confidence that made her glance up at him again.

      “Have you heard from Luke?”

      “No,” she answered quickly over her rapidly beating heart. She would not be attracted to this man. He was dangerous. She tried not to look at his dark hair and suntanned face. She dared not look into his eyes again. He was doing strange things to her insides and she had to remind herself she was married.

      “Would you tell me if you had?”

      Her gaze dropped to his gun belt then darted away again. Martha was right. He looks like a gun fighter. Outlaw or lawman, either way he’s dangerous.  His commanding presence frightened her. But not enough to tell him anything, even if she’d known where Luke had gone.

      “That’s what I thought.”

      His voice was harsh and she shivered as she felt his gaze on her. She kept her eyes averted and didn’t speak. The very air around them seemed alive. Even though she didn’t look at him, she felt it all around her.

      It made no difference if he worked for the law or for himself. He still wanted Luke, and it wasn’t for anything good. And that would put Matthew right in the middle of danger. But if he was asking her, then he must not know where Luke had gone.

      “Let me have a look at the damage.”

      “All right,” she replied in a small voice.  Moss, hurry back soon.  It was unlikely Robert would ride on. But surely there was no harm in him looking at the wagon. He couldn’t do more damage to it than she’d already done.

      He laid his hat on the ground and crawled under the wagon.

      She watched the muscles in his legs as he scooted beneath.

      Suddenly her throat was dry and she moved to get a drink of water. She splashed a bit of it on her face to cool down, and then sat to wait and bit her lip, wondering how bad the damage was to the wagon.

      Carolyn’s tears had stopped the minute Robert rode up. Now she squatted playing with her dolly, completely unaware of how the air crackled between her mother and the stranger.

      Carolyn, who was usually afraid of strange men.

      The rain stopped though dark clouds still threatened overhead.

      Rob mused over Sally’s reaction to him as he checked the wagon. It wasn’t maidenly virtue that made her look away. Her eyes had shown considerable interest in his appearance, now that he’d bathed and shaved, and though he’d noticed a note of fear, she was definitely attracted to him.

      The attraction was mutual. She was a beauty, and under other circumstances he’d enjoy seeing how far it would take them. But he wanted her to lead him to Luke, and anything else would just get in the way. Beauty like hers could lead him off track quicker than a rattlesnake. Though Sally had an innocent look to her, that didn’t mean she was innocent. He couldn’t imagine how she could’ve stayed that way while married to Luke. That she was chasing after Luke told him all he needed to know.

      Though for a few long minutes his heart had risen into his throat as he’d watched the wagon tip and heard their screams. It was with relief that he’d seen they were unharmed.

      Sally watched him beneath the wagon and wondered what he was doing. What was taking so long?

      After what seemed like forever, he scooted back out and she watched those hard muscles again. He stood and dusted off his trousers. Then he picked up his hat, knocked it against his leg and studied her with intent.

      She was acutely aware of his tall, rangy body. A swath of dark hair fell across his forehead and his clear, observant gray-blue eyes watched her.

      She traced the pattern on her brooch until she realized he was watching her every move, then her hand dropped to her side. She couldn’t let him know he frightened her.

      “It doesn’t look good.” He shook his head. “Can’t be fixed. And it’s too far to the nearest town.” He settled his hat back on his head.

      She could no longer read his unfathomable eyes. A new wave of apprehension swept through her as she listened to his voice. She was alone with a man she barely knew. A man who wanted Luke for some reason. Something big enough that he’d lingered instead of moving on.

      He’s followed me. It couldn’t be a coincidence he’d happened along so suddenly. He’d been waiting to rescue her each time. This meant he’d never been far.

      His face, bronzed by wind and sun, remained neutral, but she felt his gray-blue eyes under the hat watching her intently.

      “You’re looking for Luke,” he said.

      “Yes.” She bit back the questions racing through her mind.

      If only he’d ride on. But then he’d likely find Luke first and she couldn’t allow that to happen. She had no doubt he’d find Luke. He seemed capable of anything. And that scared her. She shivered.

      “You’re headed to Texas. You’ve heard from him.”

      “No. I don’t know where he is.” Sudden panic at the thought of Matthew getting between the two dangerous men made her blurt out, “Travel with me and we’ll find him sooner.”

      As soon as the words left her mouth, she regretted them. What did I do?
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