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Chance Meeting

Prairie Flatts, AZ -1890-

––––––––
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TWO YEARS AGO, THIRTY-three-year-old Brody Navarone, a half-breed Chippewa, packed up and left his life in Montana after losing his wife and daughter to the grippe. He's grown weary from running from old memories, and no matter where his travels take him, their life together and the ghosts of their spirits still haunt him.

He pulled up reins on his stallion, dismounted, and then tied him to the hitching post outside the Royal Flush Saloon, which housed the Paradise Bordello. Unfamiliar with the area, as best he could determine, the small town of Prairie Flatts lay due west of Flagstaff, AZ. His pocket watch read half-past nine on Saturday night, and although he was exhausted, he needed something to wet his whistle after eating miles of trail dust.

Upon entering the saloon, Brody walked up to the impressive oak bar and caught the barkeep’s attention with a nod, "A shot of whiskey.” He turned around while shoving the rim of his hat off his forehead, then noticed the small stage and reasonable accommodation. The thought of some entertainment appealed to him.

"Well, aren’t you a mighty fine-looking gentleman—yes, indeed,” an approaching whore said. She pressed her body into his while wasting no time exploring his assets. "Sweetie, with those broad shoulders and that long black hair, a body can’t help but want to get all tangled up in you. Let’s face it, along with the vital feel of your obvious endowments, a woman would be crazy not to enjoy what you have to offer.”

Brody slung back the shot of whiskey before plopping his glass on the bar. "Hit me again, barkeep.” He turned his attention back to the woman and groped a breast through her barely existent bodice. "If you’re as hot as your red hair and sassy enticement, I'd say we can negotiate some poking good times for the night.”

She grinned. "Serenity is my name, and I’ll guarantee you’ll want more than one poke.”

He tossed a gold eagle on the bar. "For the bottle, and all-night poke, barkeep. See to it, we’re not disturbed,” Brody added in a husky voice. Since it had been quite a while that he had lain with a woman, her teasing his manhood produced results. His need for release grew by leaps and bounds.

"Ha-hum,” a woman interrupted, approaching from behind, "I believe it’s me you need to see about all-night pokes.”

Brody turned to see a voluptuous blonde. He smiled. "Hell, both of you are fine with me. I’m hornier than a three peckered billy goat after weeks on the trail.”

"In the future, should you remain in Prairie Flatts, I’m the Madam of Pleasures Bordello, and I’m the one you negotiate with for such entertainment. Is that understood?”

A grin broke out on Brody’s face as he leaned his back against the bar while propping an elbow on each side. "I do like negotiating. Yes, indeed.”

"Come on, Miss Lily," growled Serenity, "Let me take care of lonesome for the night. I guarantee he’ll want to come back for more.”

Men from all around gathered. "Hey, Miss Lily, let Serenity work her magic,” a man called out while the others laughed. "You know she'll have his poke-stick guiding him back."

Miss Lily gave a yielding smile. "I see I’m outnumbered, so Serenity, do take special care of our big spender, or I'll have to send Francie in to finish the job.” She picked the eagle up off the bar and slipped it in the cleft of her breasts. Smiling provocatively, she rubbed his chest. "Sweetheart, negotiating with me does have its advantages.”

Brody grinned. "I’ll just bet there could be." Then he followed Serenity behind the closed door. Brody chugged some whiskey, placed the bottle on the night table, and sat on the edge of the bed to remove his boots. "Show me what you’ve got, my little gold mine.”

Serenity stepped out of her dress while giving Brody a show with her sensuous moves. "Enjoy every inch, sweetie.”

x-x-x

Sunday night, Devina Rhineholt sat at the dressing table in her bedroom while brushing her long brown hair. She never considered herself beautiful. However, holding her chin up and observing herself through the looking glass, she was far from having a dogface either. When she blinked, her chocolate brown eyes sparkled, as did her dimples show off her smile. 

She had to admit, boredom with her life had set in. It wasn’t that she disliked being a schoolmarm because the children were terrific. Nonetheless, when it came to finding a husband and starting a family, as such had sadly not come to fruition. 

While most consider a twenty-nine-year-old woman on the shelf, Fiona Depstatler, the town gossipmonger, went out of her way to point out such a fact. A case in point was yesterday when she accosted Devina in front of Clayton Mercantile. Recalling the moment reminded her of how humiliated she felt then and even now.

"You better find yourself a man, Devina, or you’ll be of no earthly good to anyone. Even a schoolmarm should marry before the pickings come up short. For mercy's sake, soon enough, you’ll be so long in the tooth that no man will want you, young lady.”

Devina grumbled while continuing to stare into the looking glass as her brushstrokes became fiercer. "Well, that Fiona should talk. After all, she’s an old spinster and looks every skinny inch of one with those spectacles hanging on the tip of her long, crooked nose. Not to mention, her graying hair plopped atop her head in that hideous bun. It is most likely as tight as her corset, which would account for her puckered-up face, the woman's lifelong blatant sense of self-importance.”

She plopped the brush onto the dressing table, got up, and walked over to the wardrobe. Devina took out the pale-yellow satin, along with an ivory lace veil, and placed them on her bed. After sitting on the edge, she picked up her jewelry box on the night table and opened it. Nestled atop some red velvet was her mother’s cameo. With gentle fingers, she picked them up to lay on the satin and lace.

"Oh, Mother, one day, I’ll make the most elegant wedding dress out of this beautiful satin, wear your lace veil, and this lovely cameo." Her tears began to fall. "I promise you someday, I'll find a wonderful man and live my forever and a day.”

x-x-x

On Monday afternoon, after a day full of temperamental and precocious children, Devina was exhausted. After locking up the schoolhouse, she started down the street. 

From out of nowhere came a runaway wagon full of supplies from the direction of Clayton Mercantile. People in the street yelled and hustled out of the way while the scene unfolded. Emotions ran high when the horse showed no sign of stopping as contents of the wagon spewed onto the ground.

Devina looked up just in time to jump back, but in doing so, she tripped on a rut in the street, wrenching her ankle as she landed on her derriere. "Huh!” she gasped when her head smacked the hitching post in front of the telegraph office.

"Whoa, hold on, little lady. You took quite a spill. You're lucky nobody had their horses hitched up to the post.”

She scrutinized the piercing black eyes of a man who had a scar over his left eyebrow—not sure if she were more petrified or scared.

He reached down for her hand. "Please, let me help you up out of the street, ma’am,” he said in a deep voice. "I’m Brody Navarone. I was walking down the boardwalk from the hotel when everything started happening.”

"Thank... thank you, Mr. Navarone, I... oh, fiddlesticks! I’m so sorry, but I can’t put weight on my foot.”

Brody didn't hesitate to pick Devina up. With her legs dangling over one arm, he held her around the middle with the other. "Where’s the Doc’s office—I’ll take you?”

"Doc Carter is just three doors down from the mercantile. But really, just set me on this chair in front of the telegraph office. I’m sure I’ll be fine in a few minutes, Mr. Navarone. I don't want to put you out any more than I have.”

"The chair, it is. But let’s reserve judgment on your ankle for a few minutes. And no, you are not putting me out, ma'am.”

"Thank you, and I’m Dev—”

"Well! Lausy—lausy, Devina! Such a spectacle you’re making! Is there no end to your throwing way all moral ground, young lady?”

Brody spun around to face the rude and skinny prune-faced woman with his face mere inches from hers. "Excuse me, ma’am, and I use that respectful address reservedly so, but it would appear as if you are the one creating a spectacle of yourself. But then that’s what a nose-niggler like you does. Isn’t it?”

"Huh! You are an arrogant scalawag, and by the looks of it, a despicable half-breed. And you, Devina, mercy me, but this is no way to find yourself a husband.”

Devina spoke through clenched teeth, her eyes blazing. "I am quite humiliated as it is, Fiona. I do not need a dressing down in public, thank you very much. Nor do I need a lecture about finding a husband!”

Reginald Clayton, the short, plump owner of the mercantile hurried down, and across the rutted street. "Devina, I saw you fall. Are you all right?”

"Thank you, Reginald. This nice Mr. Navarone assisted me. I’ll be fine... really.”

"Something must have spooked the horse. Do you know what happened?” Brody asked.

Reginald scratched his balding head. "Grover was having trouble keeping his horse quiet. The next thing we know’d when he helped me load up the last barrel, it was heavy, you see. Anyway, we dropped it so hard, it made a loud sound, and shook the wagon to boot. Next thing, the horse bust a gut down the road.”

Devina sighed. "Well, what caused it is a moot point. Besides, I’m fine. I hope no one else was hurt.” While attempting to stand, her twisted ankle caused her to stumble toward Brody.

Once again, Brody grabbed Devina and scooped her up in his arms. "That’s it. Tell me where you live.”

Aghast, Fiona fisted her hands on her waist. "Mercy, you can’t take a single woman to her home alone! The least of which by a half-breed stranger.”

Brody came within inches of Fiona. "I ran out of shame years ago, nose-niggler! Now, get the hell out of this half-breed’s face, or I'll be tempted to walk over you.”

Devina hid in the shelter of Brody’s chest. "Take the main street to the east, Mr. Navarone. Please get me out of here before I die of mortification.”

Brody nodded at Reginald, "Good day." Then with a sneer, he left Fiona standing on the boardwalk.
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The Conversation
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DEVINA SAT ON HER CHERRY wood settee with burgundy velvet upholstery. She had propped her leg on a stool, which was covered with a needlepoint cover that she made herself. "Brody, I cannot tell you how much I appreciate all your help. I daresay, had you not, I would have been more a spectacle in the eyes of many in this town.”

"Not to worry, Devina. I'm just glad I was there.” He stood tall in the doorway between the sitting room and kitchen, a smile beneath his mustache. "I believe I have your ankle wrapped tight enough, should you need to get up... well... you know. I’ve placed a makeshift cane by your side, so you can use it for support. Are you sure there isn’t a friend who can come and care for you before I leave? You shouldn’t be alone.”

"I believe, Brody, since you have taken great care of me, it would happily appear as if you are a new friend—if I may be so bold.” She blushed. "I will admit since I teach school, I’m afraid I’ve been neglectful in making any friends. That is to say, outside of the neighborly ‘hello’ kind. While most people in town were born here, I only arrived three years ago as the schoolmarm.”

"I would say those who have not befriended you are missing out, Devina. I have enjoyed visiting with you since I brought you home.” He chuckled. "I daresay, your town nose-niggler is one lady to stay away from. Two more seconds in her presence would be far beyond what a body should have to endure.”

"Oh, pish-posh, I believe that woman will make up whatever pack of thunderation she can muster, just to get a rise out of people. I’m sure it's to compensate for not having a life outside of gossiping. Honestly, I will never understand how anyone can go out of their way to hurt other people. Tomorrow, I’ll take the longer route to school and avoid her on the street since she has her nose in mischief daily. "

"I tell you what, why don’t I pick you up and take you to school on my horse. Once there, perhaps you can have the older children help you out, so you don’t have to be up and about any more than is necessary.”

"Oh, my, Brody, I can’t take up any more of your time. You’ve been far too good to me already.”

Brody took it upon himself to walk over and sit in one of two overstuffed chairs with a floral print. They sat across from Devina. "Do you mind?”

"For heaven’s sake, no. I would love the company. Why don’t you tell me about yourself?”

He laid his hat on the floor beside the chair and then leaned back. "I guess you might say I’m a wanderer... just short of a ne’er-do-well.”

"My word, what makes you say such a thing?”

"Ahhh, it’s not a pretty story. After losing my wife and little girl to the grippe, I haven’t cared much about anything or anyone. You might say I just roam from here to there.”

"But what sort of work do you do?”

He sat there and stared at her with curious eyes before answering. "I get by. My Chippewa heritage has served me well, so I can survive in the wild. I lost my Indian father, white mother, and grandparents during a bad winter storm in Montana a few years ago. I never knew my mother’s parents because they disowned her when she chose my father over them.”

Devina shook her head with pursed lips. "My, oh my dear friend. I'm sorry you have lost so many in your family—such a horrible thing to have happened. I can well understand how you could feel lost and restless. Grief demands its own time and patience.”

"Thank you. You're right about how grief takes as long as it takes to work through it. And I'm flattered you would call me a dear friend. Being a half-breed has its crosses to bear.”

"Why do you say that?”

"I’m sure you caught the jabs from your nose-niggler about my being a half-breed. Trust me, she was gentle compared to many.” He shrugged. "I’ve formed a pretty tough hide over the years. What I can’t abide is someone like her treating you as she did.”

Devina blushed. "Thank you. That’s very kind. I must admit, just like you, I’ve developed my own attitude with that irksome woman. She goes out of her way to tell me how on the shelf I am for not having a husband.” She sat up and readjusted in her seat, as well as her leg. 

Brody sat forward. "Hey, are you okay? What can I do? Maybe get you something?” 

"Oh, I’m fine. I just needed to move around a bit. It makes me sad and angry over the hate you have suffered. It isn't fair, either, that you have to roam from here to there. There is no accounting for misguided ignorance in people.”

"Thanks, Devina. I appreciate it. Truthfully speaking, had I not happened on your predicament today, I’d have probably been long gone from town by now.”

"I would like it very much if you stayed in town so I can return your kindness toward me. It doesn’t take much to make a pot roast, so I won't hurt my ankle any further. Why don’t you come here for supper tomorrow night? I bet you haven’t had a home-cooked meal in a long time.”

He stood. "I... well... maybe that’s not such a good idea. Having me around can only bring you trouble in this town. After I deliver you to the school in the morning, I should just go. I for sure don't want to cause you more trouble with the nose-niggler.”

Devina’s disappointment showed in her frown while flicking her wrist. "Oh, I do wish you would change your mind. Fiona, well, she's just Fiona. I learned early on after arriving here that, for the most part, people do their best to ignore her.”

"Tell you what. Let me think it over, and I’ll let you know in the morning. Deal?” he asked, extending his hand. 

She smiled. "Fair enough. But I give you fair warning. I will pester you.” She chuckled. "Just ask any of my students.”

"Well, I’ll see you in the morning. What time should I be here to pick you up?”

"Let's see. How about 7:30? That should do it since school takes up at 8:00?”

He let go of her hand. "I look forward to it. Until then.”

After he left, Devina was not sure how to feel. Never had such a reaction to anyone’s touch affected her as his. And mercy, was she ever glad it didn’t show. Truth be told, Brody was the first man who had ever been genuine with her. 

Of course, her experience with men was limited at best. Huh, who am I kidding—I’ve none whatsoever. Thinking back on it, she could hardly count Lester Hopstitch as anything at all. Recalling their conversation after her mother passed away, and her father left town. It caused her to frown.

"Come on, Devina,” Lester had said. "We should honor your daddy’s wishes for you to marry someone well-off, even though he is no longer with us.”

"Lester, you are a pretentious bore. My daddy said no such thing. Not to mention how he would be appalled at your behavior and knock you into next week. He warned me about men like you.”

He sneered. "I don't see anyone waiting in line. I’m well-off, so you should get off your high horse and accept my proposal.” 

"I would rather remain on my high horse than marry the likes of any man who I do not love, Lester. If that’s the case, I shall not wed at all.”

Devina shook her head from her reverie. No, there will be no Lester’s in my life. She needed to use the necessary in the worst way, so she gained support from Brody’s makeshift cane. "Ahhh, my ankle barely hurts. Wonderful.” Taking it slow and with great care, she made her way outside to the necessary. 

x-x-x

Brody sat in the rear of the Royal Flush Saloon at a table, his chair tipped back against the wall on two legs. He couldn’t remember smiling so much in years, and because of a chance encounter with Devina Rhineholt. 

As he drank beer from his mug, he pondered, having seen other women in distress. However, he passed the situation by and let someone else help. Why he chose today to be gallant, he hadn’t a clue. But he damn well-liked it. Chatting and getting to know the beautiful woman he helped with her injured ankle was satisfying in ways undefinable. 

But to stay here as she asked, and then go back for supper? Could he? Another chug of his beer brought him no closer to an answer. 

"My-my, I expected you’d be back,” a confident Francie said, walking up to Brody. She tipped his chair forward with her foot on his chair leg, straddled his lap, and then cupped her breasts through the scantily clad bodice as an offering. "I wouldn't mind having some of what I suspect is wonderful endowments, so said Serenity from your time with her last night."

"Hmmm, you seem a might sure of your pokes, Francie,” Brody replied, feeling no urge from her enticement. 

"Oh, sweetie, you know you can’t turn down Francie.” She leaned in and kissed him. 

Brody began to return the kiss, but his heart wasn’t in it. He found himself shoving her wandering hands away from him. "Sorry, Francie, not tonight.”

She gave him a pouty look while continuing to rub his rising hardness. "Sweetie, your body is telling Francie quite the opposite, so why not give in? I guarantee you a wild ride that will turn you inside-out.”

He grinned. "I don’t doubt your ability to make a man rise to the occasion, Francie. But a man needs to have the desire—I’m just not in the mood.” As he stood, she slid down his body and onto her feet. 

"You’re actually turning down a poke?”

Brody reached down, picked up the mug of beer, and downed the last bit. "Yes, ma’am, that is exactly what I'm doing.” A grin formed. "Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have an important meeting in the morning that I do not want to miss. Thank you for helping me make up my mind.” 

He left her standing alone—mouth agape. 

Lost in his own musings, Brody started toward the hotel. He hadn't felt so good in years. So, for the first time in a long time, he felt absolute joy and was filled with anticipation. 

"FIRE! FIRE!” came the yells from different individuals who were running through town. 

Brody’s eyes followed the running men—all leading to Devina’s house. He tore off as if he were on fire himself. When he reached her home, the front had flames spreading out the broken windows. "Devina! Devina! Hey, where did they take her?” he bellowed to a man nearby. 

"Hell, man, they ain’t nobody could live through that inferno! By the looks of it, most likely won't be able to save the house neither, mister.” 

Brody’s heart pumped hard with his mind awhirl. If there were the slightest chance to save her, he would! He ran to the back of the house, then broke in the door leading into the kitchen with two kicks of his foot. "Devina! Devina! Cry out if you can't talk, honey—please!"

"Bro... Brody,” she croaked, shakily trying to crawl into the kitchen. "Help... Bro... help me—" She started coughing and couldn't stop.

He picked her up and hurried outside to the backyard. Men and women had formed an assembly line throwing buckets of water on the fire. Brody ran far enough away from the flames, laid Devina on the ground, and then collapsed beside her. They both lay coughing from the smoke. 

Showing her concern for Brody, she rolled over to check on him. In doing so, Devina placed her arm over his chest, and her face close to his. "Oh, please, Brody... be okay.”

He wrapped his free arm around her waist. "I’m fine. How about you?”

"Well, merciful heaven, I’ll tell you both how you are!” Fiona Depstatler shouted with fisted hands on her hips, where she stopped after tromping up to them. "You’re the talk of the town is what you are by cavorting out here while others risk their lives to save your home, Devina Rhineholt! You're some example for the children of our upstanding town.” 

Brody sat up, keeping Devina within his embrace. "Of course, you’d only...” he coughed, with Devina following, "see the unseemly. So, Fiona, take that corncob of smugness stuck up your arse, and choke on it!”

"Huh! You are a devil half-breed." She pointed at Devina. "And you, young lady, bespeak impropriety.” Fiona stomped off. 

"Come on, honey, you’re staying in my room at the hotel. The hell with these small-minded simpletons.”
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Propriety!
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CONSIDERING THE CIRCUMSTANCES, Devina had slept well once she coughed the smoke out of her system. She awoke alone in a hotel room the night before came back to her. It was like reliving the fire, Brody rescuing her again, and then his insistence to carry her to the hotel. Of course, there was Fiona’s predictable tirade. 

Wearing only her tattered chemise, she threw back the covers. Then she saw a chair with a new dress, chemise, shoes, and stockings. A note was propped on the pitcher and bowl, which sat on the vanity. She got out of bed, taking care to move gingerly because of her tender ankle, and crossed the floor. Take your time freshening up, and if you’re up to it, meet me in the hotel restaurant, honey.

With a smile on her face, Devina held the note to her breast. He called me, honey, again.

x-x-x

Brody hadn’t minded bunking at the livery with his stallion after giving Devina his room. He’d shared many a night under the stars with Midnight—his loyal friend. 

Upon his arrival at the hotel restaurant the following day, he ordered a coffeepot to be brought to the table, which at first had been a definite no. With some coin, the server provided the coffee, ignoring his half-breed status. Over the years, Brody learned more times than not how bigotry boiled down to the amount of coin offered.

About a half-hour later, and with a slight limp, Devina was escorted to his table. "Good morning,” she greeted in a shy voice.

Brody stood, and while clearing his throat, pulled out a chair. "I’d say my day just got a whole lot better. I’m pleased you felt up to joining me for breakfast.”

Devina blushed. "Thank you for lending me your room. But tell me, where did you sleep?”

He grinned. "I was sure to let the clerk know I’d bed down at the livery, so Miss Rhineholt would be in my room but very much alone. How about telling me what happened last night. I must say you had me scared.” 

"Oh, mercy. I still can’t believe it,” she answered, fidgeting her hands. "You see, I used the makeshift cane you gave me, so I could take care of... well... necessary. After returning and walking almost normal, I decided to light the lamp on the drum table. When turning, I made a misstep, the lamp went flying into the curtain, and I landed on the floor... stunned. Within seconds, the flames leaped to the wall and chair.” She took a deep breath.

Brody gave her a compassionate expression. "Take your time, honey.”

She nodded. "I pulled myself up off the floor by bracing my hands on the chair you sat in earlier. After starting to the kitchen for a pail of water, my foot caught on the rug in the hall. I was lucky it happened at the other end of the house; otherwise, my injuries could have been far worse.” She looked at him. "Then, you found me.”

"Did anyone pound on the door or try to get in and rescue you?”

"I’m afraid I didn’t hear them if they did.”

"Well, at least I got to you.”

She puckered her lips before speaking. "My goodness, I hope saving me doesn’t become a habit.” She looked down at her dress. "By the way, where on earth did you get these clothes? It’s only 7:00 in the morning.”

Brody grinned. "I pounded on the mercantile until the old coot answered the door. I told him the least he could do was offer you clothing since you’ve lost everything you own. There are more, but I placed them in the bureau.”

"Oh, Brody, I’m fast ushering past thanking you to I can never begin to pay back all you’ve done.” She took a deep breath. "I daresay, if there are Knights in Shining Armor, you're mine.”

Brody couldn’t hold back his laughter. Even though people looked at him, he didn’t care. "Honey, you are food for my soul. A hundred times over, if you need a friend, call out my name.”

Devina reached out and took his hand, a sad expression. "I’m serious. How does a gal thank someone who has laid his life down for her?”

He took her hand between both of his. "I haven’t felt alive since losing my wife and little daughter. You’ve awakened something in me that I thought had died, Devina. I don’t know what it is, but there is no mistake that I’m drawn to you, beautiful lady.”

Their gazes matched in intensity. "Don’t leave, Brody. Like you, I’ve just existed before now.”

"Why don’t you come with me, Devina. Let’s just leave here and land somewhere that fits us.” He held up his palms. "Absolutely no demands on... you know... in that area. I would not disgrace your propriety.”

She blushed. "Thank you, but as Fiona has emphasized, I’m already damaged goods and an on the shelf too. Nonetheless, I have the children I teach—responsibilities here, so I can't just up and leave, no matter how much your offer appeals to me.”

"Not one person in this town has even bothered to check on you, honey, and—”

"What can I get you, schoolmarm?” their server interrupted. "You’ll have to hurry it up. There are other people to wait on, too.”

Devina scowled. "We both will have bacon and eggs, fried potatoes and onions, with toast, and fresh strawberry preserves. And I stress if your attitude does not change, I’ll speak to the proprietor of the hotel, then our breakfast will be on you. Do I make myself understood, or do I need to elaborate further ?”

"Well! Just a moment.” She hustled off in a huff. 

Brody grinned. "Honey, you amaze me.” 

She turned back to him, grinning. "When do we leave?”

Brody got up and drew her into his arms. "How fast can you eat,” he whispered in her ear.

During their breakfast, their now smiling server could not do enough for them. After paying the bill, Brody went to the livery and purchased a horse for Devina. Then he prepared it and Midnight for travel.

Meanwhile, Devina closed out her meager account at the bank, so all of her ties to Prairie Flatts would be final once and for all time because she had no plans to ever return. 

After leaving the bank, she found herself in Mayor Howton's office, standing before him nervous and shaking while fidgeting with her reticule. She approached the front of his desk. "Sir, I have lost everything in the fire. Nor do I have anywhere to live. So, I find it imperative to resign from my position. You see, I have an opportunity to travel elsewhere for employment," she said, stretching the truth. "So, I must take advantage of the offers since I need to make a living, Mayor.”

Before answering, bald, short, and potbelly Mayor leaned back in his squeaky chair. "I see. While we are... that is to say, the town is saddened for the loss of your belongings. You must realize the home we gave you to live in has been burned to the ground—by all accounts—at your hand.” He cleared his throat. "Don’t get me wrong, we are happy for your safe escape.” 

She felt flushed with discomfort. "I feel terrible about it, Mayor. You must understand that it all happened quite by accident. Had Mr. Navarone not broke in to find me, I daresay, sir, thinking about what might have happened is.... well... distressing.” 

The Mayor sat forward, causing another squeak in his chair. "That being the case,” he replied in a gruff, superior voice, "it still does not negate the way you have cavorted with that half-breed stranger in town before the mishap. I would say you have made a wise move, Miss Rhineholt, and in the process, saved me the distasteful job of asking you to leave.” 

She stood taller, her ire rising. "Huh! I nearly died! Mr. Navarone merely saved me yesterday from a runaway horse and wagon. How dare you to have the audacity to speak to me in such a way, let alone besmirch his character!” 

"You are spoiled goods, Miss Rhine—”

"That will be enough, Mayor!” Brody’s voice boomed from the doorway after almost mowing down the secretary. "I’ve heard enough. Come on, honey. Let’s clear our things out of the hotel, then leave this pompous arse and his town.”

Brody ushered her to the door then pointed. "Mayor, take yourself and that nose-niggler, along with your haughty town, and may the devil damn you for disrespecting Miss Rhineholt. She's worth ten of everyone in this godforsaken place!” 

x-x-x

Hours later, Brody stopped his stallion, shoved his hat back on his head, and looked at the coming sunset. "I believe this is enough riding for the time being. I don’t want to wear you out on the first day.” 

Devina grinned. "I do appreciate your stopping every couple of hours for a rest. I’ll admit that my riding has been a bit sparse for the last few years.” 

"Well, we have no place to be, so we can take our time.”

"Where are we, Brody?”

"Here’s hoping the directions I received at the mercantile in Prairie Flatts are good ones. Tomorrow, if we follow this creek bed as we’ve been doing the last hour or so, we should be in Peaksville, in the late afternoon.” 

Smiling, Devina looked around at the rock formations and desert foliage. "I haven’t felt this free in,” she shrugged her shoulders, "I don’t know when. This is just beautiful and more exciting than I could ever have imagined since I have someone to share it with, Brody.” 

"Well, good. I’m glad.” He removed his hat, untied the leather band around his forehead, and let his long, black hair flow free in the breeze. 

His muscular body did not go unnoticed by Devina. She felt a pang of something run through her as his hair moved with the cooling breeze—a feeling she’d never experienced.

"Let’s go over to this mesquite tree and hobble the horses. Midnight would be okay, but I’m not sure about your paint, so we best play it safe for tonight.”

"Okay, you’re the boss.”

His grin was mischievous. "Oh, with talk like that, I know we’re going to get along just fine.” 

Once they dismounted and removed the saddles, they led the horses to the creek for water before hobbling her paint.

Within the hour, after eating hardtack and jerky, they drank fresh water from the creek. After spreading bedrolls, they used their saddles for pillows, settled in, and then stared into the star-filled sky. 

"Brody?”

"Yes.”

"I like you exceedingly well. Thank you for being... well, for being you.”

"You keep thanking me, honey, and it’s going to go to my head.” His voice reflected his light-hearted spirit. 

"Goodness, then, I must stop. I cannot bear to travel with anyone who is too full of himself... lest I have to refer to you as related to the likes of dear Fiona Depstatler.” She let out an unsolicited chuckle. "Ouch. I've been poked. I'm afraid my mischievousness has gotten me into trouble.” 

He grinned. "You see what threats like that will do? They only cause trouble, so you best behave.” Brody raised on his knees beside her. "What happened? How can I help?”

"Oh, I think I laid my bedroll on a twig or something—it stabbed me in the back. Oh, pish-posh. You may regret inviting me to tag along.”

He laughed. "That’s part of the fun of it all on our little adventure. Let’s see, there’s just enough moonlight and stars for me to have a look-see, so roll over a tad.” After she did, his expression was one of a hero saving the day. "Here’s the offending twig,” he said, holding it up. "Now, you are good to go for a good night's sleep." They both began to rise at the same time, which caused them to collide chest to chest. 

"Oh!” 

His arms flew around her so she didn’t go flying backward. "Just when I think I can trust you on your own, I have to rescue you again.”

They looked into each other’s eyes in the dim light, and then his lips met hers, soft... gentle. The kiss only lasted seconds, and then he whispered into Devina's ear, "You are irresistible, but I said no demands, and I meant it. Just know that I like you more and more the longer we're together.” 

Her eyes glistened, as did her smile. "Irresistible is something I have never been called. If you don’t' watch it, you'll give me a big head, my friend."

He stood up but looked down at her in the growing darkness. "There is something about you that is habit-forming, Devina Rhineholt. But unless you make a move, I’ll keep my promise.” Brody got up and settled into his bedroll. 

Oh, Momma, I need you. What should I do? 
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BY THE NEXT AFTERNOON, Brody and Devina were in no great hurry as they rode their horses at an easy-going gait while enjoying getting to know each other. 

"Oh, Brody, this is such a wonderful day,” Devina said, smiling. She gazed at the surrounding rock formations with their different hues, as were there a spattering of ocotillo cactus, saguaros, and mesquite trees. "This has been such a beautiful ride. I feel as if I have a new lease on life. This will sound... I don’t know, ridiculous... unfeeling even, but I’m almost glad for my misfortune in Prairie Flatts. It's as if a weight has been lifted off my chests, so to speak.”

"Come again?” Brody chuckled.

"It’s true. I mean, after what's happened in such a short time, it's as if fate stepped in and took me from Fiona's opinion of my person as a stagnant and on-the-shelf spinster." She laughed. "But admittedly, I have bypassed moving for a refreshing change, to well... what some would say a loose woman with a lack of all propriety, to say the least.”

"Ahhh, but you’re my loose woman.” He grimaced. "Oh, I'm sorry. That did not come out right at all.” 

"You see,” she grinned while pointing, "you’ve joined the ranks of dear Fiona, the nose-niggler, and her estimation of me. Which, roughly translated amounts to my being two steps below dirt under one's feet.”

Brody shook his head. "You are absolutely no such person, honey. However, I would put dear Fiona as being the person who is two steps below dirt under one's feet. And I'm sure her estimation of me is much more like a snake slithering through damnation. As for you, Miss Rhineholt, I hope within another hour or so, we’ll be in Peaksville, because all this fresh air and sun has addled you. And just for the record, in no way do I have anything but the utmost respect for you.” 
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