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      Hannah has learned the hardest love lesson.

      

      Taken from her home and on the run, Hannah wants nothing more than to escape and return to her old life. The husband she loved, but who scorned her is now dead. But the man hired to hide her is vindictive and out for revenge.

      

      Blake is a Pinkerton hired to find her. When he's finally successful, Hannah isn't the woman her family knew. She's closed off, hurt, and guilt-ridden after putting her family through so much. She feels incapable of loving anyone again.

      

      Can Blake not only return her to her family, but can he reconcile her wounded heart as well?
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        Spring 1901, Outside Belle Fourche, South Dakota

      

      

      Hannah Phelps’s prison was a lovely shade of blue, almost cheerful if she could force herself to forget that she couldn’t leave. She wiggled her toes against the cool wood, the hole in her stocking sent shivers up her leg. She wished the owners of the house would allow her to keep her boots – or at the least have a darning egg, thread, and needle. After one day of pacing when they’d first arrived, she’d found her boots missing the next day. Now they sat by the door for her daily walk. When she came back inside, Mrs. Danvers always stood, waiting, and glaring at her until she took them off.

      How long would she have to await word of her husband Quincy? When would Joseph give up running from farm to farm and return home? She strode to the one window in the room and yanked the hand knit lace curtain aside. Even tilting her head, she could only scan so far. She couldn’t even see enough to plan an escape. Joseph, her guard, stood near a fence that held about a dozen piglets. If she got free, she might be able to have her husband arrested. He never went far and made sure he stayed within sight of the door. No escape for her.

      She hadn’t heard from Quincy since he’d sent them off in a rush before Thanksgiving. Christmas and an entire harsh winter had passed with no word. She’d convinced herself that he couldn’t find her, what with their constant moving, but had he even tried?

      Doubt crept in. Was he dead? In prison? She wished she could bring herself to care like she once had. Before they’d said their rushed vows in front of her pastor, he’d claimed to love her more than anything. That was before he’d shown her his true feelings.

      The moment he brought her home, he’d ignored her. Any affection she’d once held had been killed by the silence. Maybe she would never know love, especially now. She certainly hadn’t been able to tell he was lying to her. She let the curtain fall, then immediately brushed it back once again as a cowboy rode toward Joseph. Something familiar about him tugged at her memories.

      Hair on her nape stood on end, and her past collided with her present as she tried to discern where she’d seen him before. She’d met so few people. If he was familiar, was he there on account of her, or Joseph? Had Quincy finally sent someone to fetch her?

      Recollection dawned. Her family had known him. Back in Belle Fourche. She’d met him briefly as the husband of one of her distant cousins. She leaned into the window, pressing her face to the glass, and praying he might be there for her—maybe God had listened to her prayers for help. Was the world so small that he was merely there by chance, or could he really be there to find her?

      Had someone sent him to find her? Was there still hope she’d hear from anyone outside the little prison Joseph kept her in? She had to escape, but she’d tried early on at another farm and failed. Joseph had known her so long that he knew her fears. While he hadn’t hurt her, he’d threatened to hurt her family if she tried again. What if this man had come for her and Joseph recognized him just as she had? Joseph had been right there when they met and was just as likely to recall the man, though he’d been in a suit then and had appeared much different.

      The man glanced at the house and seemed to pause as he noted her window. She stepped away from the glass before Joseph could turn around, recalling his dire warning that only the family should know she was there. She was a prisoner, though he was the only one who went so far as to say so.

      The Danvers family didn’t even speak to her unless they were giving her an order because Joseph had told them he’d rescued her out of an asylum. He’d claimed to be her brother, and no one ever questioned him. His story insured the family always kept a watchful eye on, and plenty of distance from, her. That rider meant there was hope where she’d thought it was all but dead.

      A small knock came on the door, and Nancy Danvers slowly opened it peering into the room. She was a small woman with harsh features and hair pulled back so tightly it seemed to narrow her eyes, though perhaps she was merely angry all the time. “Mr. Banner says you’re to take your walkabout now.” She never met Hannah’s eyes and cast her glance to the floor before quickly closing the door.

      Perhaps she was as crazy as they thought since she’d tried to be kind and courteous, but that had only earned her strange glances and shocked gasps. The Danvers’s only son was the exception, he now brought her one meal a day most times and would talk in whispers so his mother didn’t hear him. She tugged her shawl around her head just as Joseph expected of her, covering her completely and leaving her face in shadow, then headed for the door.

      During winter, the covering had been necessary and welcome, but now the thick fabric clawed at her damp nape and scratched her temples. The only good thing about it was that she wouldn’t burn in the sun. If only she could walk further than three courses around the house. Then she could take off the dreaded blanket and really get some much-needed air.

      She took her time lacing her boots, the task all the more difficult because of her corset. She would normally put on her boots in the morning and not remove them until bed, since bending in that way was almost impossible. Once they were tied, Nancy shooed her out the door and she made the first turn around the corner of the house. All at once she stopped short as the very cowboy who she’d seen ride up earlier peered at her, hidden between two windows, away from prying eyes as if he knew she was being watched.

      “Good afternoon,” he muttered, keeping his voice soft as he touched his hat in greeting. He left it on to hide most of his face, though the cover didn’t matter. Now that she was right in front of him, she was certain of who he was. Unfortunately, his name escaped her recollection.

      “Good afternoon,” she replied just as quietly, wondering if she should tell him she recognized him.

      “It’s been a long time.” He glanced off in the distance toward a faint sound, then swung his gaze back to meet hers.

      His eyes were kind, searching, warm. She wanted to remove her cover to assure him she was just who she was. He had to wonder. “I would agree.” At least he seemed to know her. “About six months.”

      He chuckled, the first laugh she’d heard in a long time. “You have an excellent memory.”

      “How is you wife?” she asked. The woman had been a cousin she’d never met, was kind, and had agreed to take a letter back to Hannah’s family. There had been no way to receive one in return, but at least they’d heard from her if Cousin Dosha had successfully delivered it.

      “My wife? I’m afraid that was an act, much like what I’m doing right now.” He tugged something from his vest pocket and a shiny Pinkerton badge glinted in the light.

      Her heart leapt, and she glanced around to make sure no one saw him talking to her. “You’ve come for me?” In the next instant, she cringed back a step. What if he had come here to arrest her for aiding her husband, not to save her from abduction? There was no way anyone could know she hadn’t joined in on Quincy’s plot.

      He nodded. “I can’t take you right now, though I wish I could. This must be planned, so neither of us gets shot. There’s no one else helping me, so I need to do this as quickly and quietly as possible. I’m sorry finding you took so much time. Joseph couldn’t recall where he’d seen me before and earning his trust took longer than I thought.”

      “What of Quincy?” Her heart had already broken into a million pieces for him, but she had to know what became of him. He hadn’t come for her like he’d said he would. She suspected he’d only said he was coming because that would keep her quiet. He’d wanted her land. Nothing more. Certainly not her.

      “He died. I’m sorry.” The cowboy tipped his head in a slight motion of offered condolences.

      She expected to feel something, but the words evoked a strange emptiness within her. Deep inside, she’d known he was dead, or he would’ve come to get her, if for nothing else than to use her to torment her family. She’d mourned long ago. If she’d only seen what kind of a man he was before she’d married him.

      “I don’t know that I deserve the danger you’re taking on. I chose to be in this predicament.” Though Ma had to be worried, or they wouldn’t have sent a Pinkerton to find her.

      He smiled at her, and her stomach did a little flip when his eyes crinkled. “We all make choices we regret once in a while. Near as I can tell, I’ll have you out of this place in one week. Joseph trusts this family and he’s heading off with them to Minnesota to help Lynell. Once he’s gone, I can take you with me easier.”

      Lynell was the owner of the pig farm, though she’d only seen him once or twice. Hannah wished she could believe they would stay long enough to make his plan a reality. They were closer to home now than they’d been since they’d left, yet every time they got comfortable, Joseph would wake her in the middle of the night to leave for another farm.

      “Don’t trust a word he says. He changes his mind faster than the weather. He’s a snake. There’s a reason he was the secret member of my husband’s gang.” Former husband, her heart reminded her. Not that he’d ever been a husband in truth, only in name. She was just as guilty. She’d done nothing but help him by joining him… By marrying him.

      “I know. I actually caught up with you for the first time in Keystone. Before you both lit out, I was there for a day. He didn’t see me then. Just poor timing.”

      She shook her head, enjoying the chance to talk to someone other than her reflection. “He never mentioned seeing anyone. He has to be running out of places to hide. We’ve stayed here longer than anywhere else, so I have to believe we’ll leave soon. I should keep walking. If he doesn’t see me come around the corner soon, he’ll check on me.”

      He cast a furtive glance around the corner behind her. “I’ll watch for you tomorrow. Hopefully, I’ll have more information. Keep your chin up. This will all be over soon.”

      She rushed off so Joseph would see her come round the house. He allowed her to take three turns, one time per day. Before she even came around the front, she knew the man would be gone. She couldn’t recall his name from their brief meeting last autumn, but Dosha had been like an angel. If only Hannah had listened then, and run when she’d had the chance.

      But wishes would get her nowhere, and she had to think about her future. She turned the next corner and swallowed her disappointment when the cowboy Pinkerton was truly gone. A week was all she had to wait if Joseph didn’t scuttle her away first.

      She’d waited six months. What were a few more days?
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        * * *

      

      The span between the house and the barn seemed like a mile but was only a few feet. Blake Longfellow’s whole life was like that, the goal just out of reach but seeming like an endless span away. He glanced left and right to make sure Joseph hadn’t seen him and headed for the feed barn.

      His time was limited. Blake hadn’t hired at the ranch to help with the huge pig operation, meaning anyone who saw him would wonder why he was there. He’d only come to rescue Hannah. As soon as Joseph spoke to the owner about the new guy, his time was up. Hopefully, he could get Hannah out before Joseph could raise suspicions.

      He also had to stay out of sight as much as possible from Joseph. The man had only met Blake briefly when he was with Hannah’s husband, but Blake could see Joseph’s mind working on where that had been every time that they saw each other. If Joseph figured out that Blake had been working to break up the very crime ring Joseph had been working for, he’d take Hannah and hide again.

      He'd been difficult to track so far, another move wouldn’t be easier.

      The man had hidden Hannah at various farms, some as far away as Nebraska, for the past six months. Now they were back close to home. Joseph probably hoped Quincy would find them and take Hannah off his hands. At least Hannah now knew that wasn’t possible.

      Hannah’s reaction to the loss of her husband had been the opposite of what he’d expected. She and Quincy had been married, and he’d thought she would cry, or react in some way. But she’d done nothing. Her family had insisted she loved the criminal, proving that some love could see past evil. Yet, she’d barely blinked at his revelation. Perhaps both she and Joseph had known Quincy was dead, but why keep running if the man who’d ordered them to go on the run was dead? Joseph could hide much easier without Hannah, and now that everyone knew the plan, he couldn’t continue to try to take Johlman Valley.

      The feed barn was the quietest place he’d found on the farm, so Blake made his way there to hide for a while and watch the goings-on around him. A scruffy orange cat was the only sentry by the door. He rubbed against Blake’s leg with a purr that stalled and stuttered like an automobile engine. Blake reached down and gave the cat’s rough coat a little scratch behind the shoulders. A soft rustling froze him in place.

      “I didn’t mean to scare you, mister.” A young boy slowly stood from behind some sacks of seed in the dusty far corner as he brushed off his trousers. “No one usually comes out here, except me.” He eyed Blake.

      “I was looking for a dull knife. Got a rock stuck in my boot. There’s always a dull knife in the feed storage building for opening seed bags.” He glanced around, hoping he was right.

      The boy laughed and pointed at the wall where a rusty old pocketknife jutted from the scarred wood. “Sorry for thinking you were shirking.” He wiped his nose. “That’s my favorite cat.” He pointed to the critter weaving in and out between the boy’s legs.

      “What’s his name?” Blake balanced on one leg and leaned against the wall, hiding the fact that there wasn’t a rock stuck in his boot at all. Hopefully, the kid wouldn’t notice that nothing fell out when he quit prodding.

      “Mama calls him Sassy. I don’t think that’s a good name for a boy cat, but I don’t question Mama. Just like when she says that lady upstairs is plum crazy, I don’t think she’s right, but I don’t say a word.” He wiped his nose on his sleeve again.

      “Your ma thinks that lady is crazy? Why?” He pretended to dig a little deeper.

      “That’s what her brother said when he came to work here. He asked if she could stay in the house because he’d be working all day. Said someone needed to keep watch on her. Ma wasn’t happy about it and Pa shorts his pay on account of the food, but since she only comes out once a day to walk, it’s not much trouble for me. When Ma has to feed her, that’s another story. She don’t like going up there so she sends me all the time. I don’t mind. It gets me out of setting the table.” The boy obviously loved to talk.

      Blake committed to memory the fact that this boy was the one to see Hannah most often. If he needed to send her a message, he could relay it with the boy as long as he could find the boy again and the need was before supper time. “You come in here often?” He stuck the knife back in the wall where he’d found it and stretched his back after standing awkwardly for so long.

      “I do in the mornings, after I feed the cows.”

      The farm had three cows, two probably for meat and one for milk. “I just figured they’d pasture.” He’d never actually worked for an operation of any kind before, so looking like he knew what he was doing was difficult.

      The boy rolled his eyes. “They do, but I’ve got to give Lessie something while I milk her or she’ll never come along. And if I feed her, I’ve got to feed the other two or they’ll just budge her out of the way.”

      He laughed. “I guess you taught me.” He liked the boy and the way he was honest. If only people stayed that way. “I’ll see you around.”

      “I hope so. People don’t stay long anymore. Men always seem to work for a summer, then disappear like they’ve got somewhere better to be. Pa says that’s the way of things now. Everyone wants to move on and do more. Folks don’t stay in one place and work to succeed.”

      Blake nodded, silently agreeing with the boy. His own life was upside down, and he wasn’t sure where he needed to be or wanted to go. Working for the Pinkertons was his most likely choice, since he’d trained to be an agent, but he’d been away for months and the fire inside him to right as many wrongs as he could, had slowly faded.

      Would he even have a job once he returned? And now that he knew his niece Dosha, the draw to return to Colorado was even weaker. She would be married to Armstrong by now and probably as happy as a lark. If there was a possibility of any marriage to be happy, Dosha would find it.

      He prayed she found happiness. If he saw her as unhappy as her mother, it would tear his heart to shreds. His sister Alisha didn’t deserve the predicament she was in with her loveless marriage to an evil and vindictive man. At least Agent McCoy was with her now and her husband, Dosha’s father, had been arrested. Perhaps Alisha finally had some peace?

      If only peace were possible for him.
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      Hannah woke with a start to a loud bang in the kitchen below her room. Her door flung open a moment later and she shrieked, yanking the coverlet to her chin. A light danced in front of the doorway, and she blinked until her eyes adjusted to the harsh brightness.

      Mrs. Danvers cast her glance all over the room, but not directly at Hannah. “Get your things and get out. The Pinkerton downstairs is claiming we’ll be arrested right along with your brother if we don’t help him get you out. I’d have rather seen you leave weeks ago. Be gone with you.” She headed to Hannah’s bag and started shoving anything nearby inside.

      “I can pack my own clothes, thank you.” She flung the cover off and padded toward her to take over the job. “If you would bring me my boots, please?” At least she wouldn’t have to fight against her corset again.

      But what if the Pinkerton took her to prison, not home? She deserved no less. Who else would pay for all the crimes her husband had committed? He was dead, meaning justice would not be served. She swallowed hard. The crime for rustling cattle was no light sentence and she knew he’d done that. What else had he done without her knowledge?

      Nancy returned, throwing her boots at her from the doorway. “Your brother is in shackles downstairs. Don’t dawdle.”

      Hannah fought against her own trembling limbs as she took a few things out of her bag that belonged to Nancy and left them on the bed. The woman desired Hannah’s exit so much that she hadn’t looked at what she’d packed.

      Only two dresses, a spare corset, two sets of stockings and a frayed chemise were the only items to pack. Belatedly, she realized she’d have to remove one dress and put it on. She couldn’t very well travel in her nightgown. At least Quincy had told her to have a bag packed before he’d told them to leave. He’d cared about her comfort that much. But never enough to love her.

      Her heart jolted and she fought tears. Weren’t her feelings dead by now? He’d written such beautiful words to her in the beginning. She’d never doubted his feelings for a moment. He’d even kissed her when he’d come in the night to take her from her home.

      But after he’d told her family they would be arrested if they came to see her, he’d never kissed her again. Even their wedding had been emotionless, at least from him. She’d waited, expectantly, on her wedding night only to wake the next morning alone.

      And every night after that.

      She was a failure and fraud. As she snapped her bag closed, she shook the old thoughts from her head. This was her place in life now. She was Hannah Phelps, not Johlman, and that meant the payment for her crimes had come due. Whether she was directly a part to them or not, a jury would have to decide her guilt or innocence.

      She strode down the stairs, taking in the house for the last time. Nancy and Lynell stood in their kitchen glaring at her as if it had been her choice to be there. Their son, who’d been kind to her, was still sleeping. She nodded at them. “Thank you for feeding me and providing a roof over my head.”

      Lynell took a step toward her. “Don’t you dare make it sound like we wanted you here. If we’d known you were a criminal, we never would’ve hired your brother.”

      “He’s not my brother.” She couldn’t make herself say she wasn’t a criminal.

      “Hannah isn’t wanted for any crime.” The Pinkerton took her bag from her hand and gave her a slight smile. She had no right to take comfort in his words, but they were reassuring all the same.

      “Agent Longfellow, we expect to be compensated for the food we’ve provided,” Nancy mumbled, not meeting his eyes.

      Hannah straightened her spine and thought about telling them they’d been paid. Then the memory of their son crossed her mind. He’d been kind to her from the start. If a few dollars meant he’d get better food or a new pair of boots, so be it.

      She stood back and glanced over at Agent Longfellow. Odd that his name didn’t sound familiar though she couldn’t recall if she’d ever heard his name and she hadn’t seen him again after their brief meeting a few days before.

      “I can make no guarantees. The agency takes care of those matters, not individual agents.” He turned his back on them and led Joseph outside.

      For once, her captor was silent. Agent Longfellow led them out to the barn and to the small wagon Joseph had carted her around in for months. He hitched Joseph’s horse to it, then helped her up into the seat. After he’d secured Joseph’s cuffs to the bed of the wagon, he rigged his own horse to the back then climbed up.

      “We’re only about two hours from Belle Fourche. I could put you in the back to rest with Joseph, but I didn’t figure you’d want to.” He hesitated, holding the lines out.

      She still didn’t believe for a moment that she’d have no repercussions for what she’d done. If not legally, then from her family. She’d deserted them, been unkind to them, chosen a cattle rustler over them... “Perhaps it would be best if I did.”

      He shook his head. “Lean against me if you want to rest, but I can’t have him escaping. Now that I’ve found you, I don’t want to have to find you again. I would do it… but I don’t want to.”

      Heat bloomed up her neck. Even her own husband hadn’t wanted to find her, why would this man? She closed her eyes, feeling the cool night air on her warm cheeks.

      Of course he would find her. He was a Pinkerton, they always found their man, with enough payment. He’d been paid to find her. After he brought her back to her family, he would disappear and she would be left to face whatever mess she’d made. Alone.

      After all she’d done, she would probably always be alone.

      “I would never free him, but I feel I deserve the same fate as he.” The last six months had aged her. She could feel the weight of it right through her heart. She’d written love letters while still at home, allowing her passion for Quincy to grow. Then she’d aged still more as she’d taken on the tasks of caring for a house as a wife should. And finally, she’d aged with the death of the illusion of her marriage.

      “I don’t see it that way and neither does your family. Your parents gave everything they had to rid Belle Fourche of the sheriff. They didn’t realize you would need rescue as well. Dosha refused to leave you to the wolves, believing you had regrets, and hired me to find you.”

      “And is Dosha still with my family?” Not that he probably knew. He’d been chasing after her after all.

      “My niece was supposed to be marrying Armstrong Douglas this spring. I hope she is happily wed by the time we return.” A strange smile crooked his lip just slightly, though it was plain even in the dark.

      Hannah’s stomach turned at the thought. Armstrong had been horrible to her, though Kent had always been the worst of the two brothers. “I don’t know how she could manage to ever love…” Her words died and for the first time since hearing of her husband’s death, she cried in earnest. Love could cover faults. Love could hide things others could plainly see.

      “I have so many regrets.” She covered her face. “I hope she never feels like this.”

      A strong arm wrapped around her and pulled her close, giving comfort, yet she also sensed he expected nothing in return. The action released the flood inside her and sobs wracked her from head to foot. How could she have been so foolish? She didn’t know men. She’d never courted anyone other than Quincy and she never would again.

      “There are the tears I thought I’d see when I told you your husband had passed from this world.”

      Joseph laughed from behind them. “She wouldn’t mourn a man she barely knew. I figured he just didn’t know where we were, not that he was dead.”

      Hannah had forgotten he was back there, what with his silence. She wanted to tell him to hush his laughter. For the first time in months, she felt secure and he was ruining it. “You don’t know me, and you don’t know for whom or what I mourn.” Mostly, her hurt was on account of her family. If Quincy had died, it wouldn’t have been without a fight. What had he done in the process to those she loved?

      “He’s been dead since just before Thanksgiving,” Agent Longfellow said.

      Joseph whistled. “He must have died within days after we left. I wish I’d have just dumped her off at her place and gone. You never would’ve found me without word of the crazy girl getting around.”

      She flinched. “I would’ve gladly left your company.”

      Agent Longfellow released her and adjusted the lines. “We’ll have you back home before the night is through. And Joseph, there’s a spot cleaned up just for you in the jail in Belle Fourche. Sheriff Slater is new and happy to serve.”

      Hannah fought the fatigue that tugged on her eyelids, but within minutes, she found herself leaning against Agent Longfellow’s strong shoulder. If he was going to offer, he couldn’t complain. She would see her mother and father soon enough, and her sister Alice. Hopefully, they would be even more welcoming than the Pinkerton.

      By the end of the night, she’d have her answers.
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        * * *

      

      Blake glanced down at the woman nestled against his side. He’d never met anyone before who talked in their sleep, but he’d also never had an occasion to be so close to anyone while they were sleeping. He had a choice to make. Bring Hannah home in the dead of night to leave her with her family then take Joseph to town. Or take her to town with him, get a room for her at the boarding house and let her sleep before facing her family.

      He hated making the decision for her, but since her mother had been bedridden when he’d left and her father crippled, waking them in the middle of the night to take care of Hannah’s needs seemed almost cruel. Better that they see her fresh with a new day.

      Joseph had curled into a ball almost immediately and had been snoring loudly, leaving Blake the only one awake for the long drive. At least he had plenty of time to think about what he should do next. His sister Alisha might finally be free to speak to him. Her husband, Judge Cattrel, should have gone through trial and been in prison for his crimes, leaving her to finally live her life.

      Since he’d become a Pinkerton to help her, he wasn’t sure now what direction to take. He liked being a lawman, but his motivation was gone. He tensed as Hannah shifted, weaving her arm under his to cradle his shoulder closer to her in a sleepy caress.

      She was so young. He knew as much. But she didn’t look or act young. In fact, she was the same age as his niece Dosha. Hannah had turned twenty while Joseph had her in hiding. She woke when the wagon bounced over a bump in the road and she yawned, making her seem young for the first time.

      “Where are we?” She kept her voice low and hunched her shoulders separating herself from him as she quickly glanced all around.

      “We just passed your place. I decided to take you into town for tonight.” He hadn’t told her what Quincy had done to her mother. It seemed callous to keep the information from her, but she would learn tomorrow. Better that she heard it from him than to see it and react in front of her mother.

      “Quincy injured your mother. She’ll have difficulty helping you get your room ready, if she’s even able to walk yet at all…” He wasn’t sure. He’d done his job without returning to see Dosha or to find out how the Johlman family was doing. If he’d sent letters, he could’ve been tracked. So he’d done neither.

      “Not able to walk?” Her eyes widened in the dark, but he could see them shine in the moonlight.

      “She was improving when I left, but Quincy set off a bomb in your dining room. He meant to kill everyone and get away. She’s lucky to be alive. She tried to throw herself at it to save everyone…including the Douglases.

      He felt her stiffen at his side. “What were the Douglases doing in my dining room?”

      Dosha had wanted to bring peace between the families, but Hannah might be the hardest to win over by far, since she’d been married to a relation of one. “Hoping to see you. Dosha and your mother had planned a party, anticipating Quincy would take pity on them. With the Douglas family in attendance, they believed Quincy wouldn’t suspect they’d invited him there to arrest him.” He rambled on then clacked his mouth shut. The whole idea had been a long shot, but Dosha had insisted they try. The invitation had been offered while he’d been away or he would’ve stopped her.

      “Quincy didn’t tell me. He told me he had somewhere important to go and that I was to go with Joseph. That wasn’t out of the ordinary. After they stole the cattle, he moved me frequently from cabin to cabin. He was convinced someone would come and take me.”

      He flinched, wishing he hadn’t been pulled in so many directions at the time. “Had we seen you, we may have tried. Would you have come with us?” So far, she’d acted as if she was a willing participant in the attempt to take Johlman Valley from her parents. Was he wrong in assuming she was glad to be away from Quincy?

      “By then… Yes.” She ducked her head. “I feel so terrible for what I said to Gideon when he came to check on me after I left with Quincy. I thought I was going to be so happy.”

      Blake gripped the lines tightly, hoping Quincy was only inattentive and not cruel. He certainly had the potential. “And you weren’t, ever?”

      She shook her head. “I was so very arrogant. I was so sure Quincy would love me and we’d be happy for our entire lives. Now I’m not fit for anyone. I doubt my family will want me around after they know I’m well. They’ll doubt every word I say. Every feeling I have… I would if I were in their shoes.”

      He couldn’t hold in a chuckle. “If all they were worried about was your health, they certainly wouldn’t have had to hire me to find out.” Though he didn’t want her to think that was the only reason he’d hunted for her. After seeing his niece embrace love after living without and seeing the happiness all over her face when she was with Armstrong, he wanted that for Hannah too. She’d been robbed of love by lies. “Though, to be sure, I worked long after the payment had run dry.”

      She stiffened. “Then I owe you? Or my family?”

      That wasn’t what he wanted her to think at all. “On the contrary, just seeing you freed is payment enough.” Though not completely. He still hadn’t seen her smile. Not really. She’d attempted it when he’d first met her, but nothing that truly changed her appearance as what had happened with Dosha.

      “I don’t see why you would work without pay. You don’t know me. It isn’t as if you’re doing this out of a sense of duty or family.”

      He flicked the lines as the dark shadow of Belle Fourche came into view. Soon, they would have to rouse the new sheriff and put him to work. He’d have to find a room for Hannah and himself, and he’d have to sleep as much as he could, because tomorrow would be a day full of difficult decisions. “I do have a sense of both duty and family to you, just not by blood. Dosha is your second cousin, and I am her uncle from her mother’s side. You and I are not related, but through her care for you and your welfare, I care.”

      She cast a quick glance at him. “You had your niece act as your wife?”

      He had to laugh because Dosha’s father had contrived that plan before he knew of the family connection. “It wasn’t my plan.”

      Hannah yawned once again. “I know the proprietress of the boarding house very well. If you stop there, on the edge of town, I can walk and get a room myself. My family has an account with her.”

      He didn’t like the idea of just letting her go all on her own, but she was a married woman who didn’t necessarily need his arm to guide her. “I don’t mind bringing you and waiting until you’ve secured a room.”

      She ducked her head. “I don’t mind. It won’t be the first time I’ve done things on my own. Life is full of new experiences, and you can either embrace them and learn, or hide from them and wither.”

      After hearing how strong Hannah had been, how she used to question everyone, he couldn’t see her ever withering on the vine. “That is true, but it’s the middle of the night and I don’t want you to encounter anyone in the street. Especially with how close the boarding house is to Saloon Street.” Though that wasn’t its actual name, his point was clear.

      Her face stayed in shadow and he wished it was a little lighter out. The moon provided very little but at least it wasn’t raining. The rain had been almost constant and they’d had to cross areas that had been flooded on their way. He wanted to see her face and gauge her reaction.

      “So be it. I’ve never ventured onto that street, but that doesn’t mean the men there don’t wander away from it… even if they don’t leave often.”

      He chuckled, glad that she could find a little humor after all she’d been through. “Then it’s settled. I’ll go in with you and carry your bag. Joseph is asleep and will wait out here.”

      “What will you do with the wagon and horse?”

      He sighed heavily as he hated to burden people, but both the wagon and horse belonged to Joseph until he was found guilty of a crime. Even then, they would still belong to him, but would probably be sold to pay for his time in jail awaiting trial. “I’ll take it to the livery. If he can’t pay for feeding the horse and storing the wagon, they’ll sell them.”

      “Can I have them?” She glanced quickly at him.

      He hadn’t expected her to want any reminder of the last few months, but she was full of surprises. “I can’t. As far as I know, these are his⁠—”

      “They aren’t.” She sniffled slightly then sat up straight. “They were Quincy’s, making them mine.”

      “I’m sorry.” How could he have made such a mistake? Joseph wouldn’t have owned anything as the foreman of a ranch. He hadn’t needed his own horse or home. He probably had quite a stash of money in the bank, more than enough to pay for his time in jail. “I’ll leave it with you when I bring you home then.”

      She nodded. “That’s good. You never know when or if I might need them.”
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      Hannah’s heart pounded as the wagon drew near her home. A half year had passed since she’d left in the middle of the night. Perhaps she should’ve returned in the middle of last night to make the insult a full circle. She cringed inwardly. Her family had every right to be angry with her. She’d treated them so poorly.

      Pa never would’ve agreed to a marriage with Quincy, and he’d been right all along. Would he hold it over her head or have forgiveness? Pa had never been a tender man, but she needed him to be one now. If she had been driving the rig and not Agent Longfellow, she probably would’ve turned around before now.

      “You said Ma was all right?” She bit her lip. That, too, could be held against her.
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