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Prologue
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Deadwood Territory, July, 1876...

“We ought to be getting there by now.”

Amy glanced across at the passenger who had spoken, then leaned forward, toward the window.  He was indeed right, and she found she wasn’t sure whether to be glad or wary. Her hand automatically moved to her throat to the money pouch securely fastened about her neck. When she noticed another passenger watching her, however, she quickly moved her hand to her reticule. The coach was beginning to slow. 

The door swung open, and the driver put his head in.   “All right, folks. Lottie’s eatery is just down the street on the right. She’ll feed you more than just johnnycakes. We’ll get the horses changed out, and be on our way within an hour.” After a pause, he glanced around at the rest of the passengers as his voice took on a more serious expression. “You’ve likely heard how lawless Deadwood is. Watch your back.” 

She took the driver’s offered hand as she descended. Since she was the only female passenger on this trip, the men had been kind enough to look out for her; she hoped it continued. She would need to find a privy in order to remove a small bit of money for a meal. Perhaps the eatery would have one.

Her hopes, however, were dashed as most of the men moved quickly forward. She’d wasn’t surprised; she’d been listening to them grumble for the last hour about being hungry.

Aunt Liv had warned her about Deadwood. “Such a rough and tumble town,” her aunt had said. “You shouldn’t be taking this trip alone. It’s no place for someone as young and pretty as you.”

Young and pretty? Amy had almost laughed. For as long as she could remember, she’d heard others say she was plain, and she’d already passed her twenty-second birthday. She’d given up hope of being a wife and a mother when she saw the ad in the newspaper.

“Oh, Aunt Liv, thank you, but I’m not.”

“I still think Henry should have come after you. I know mail order brides are making trips alone out west these days, but...” Liv had clamped her lips shut and turned away, and that had ended the conversation. Amy had secretly thought the same thing, but wasn’t about to say so. The ad in the St. Louis newspaper had described Henry as the ideal husband. Yet he’d expected her to travel alone and at her own expense. After all, if he expected her to pay her own way, what kind of husband would he be when she had to take care of children, or herself? However, it was the first notice she’d seen in the paper in months, and she’d decided to take it.  

Amy looked around at the town everyone had described as being so rough.  At present it was fairly empty. Just as they had been on the coach, most of the inhabitants seemed to be male. Were the wives home cooking? Raising children?  Up ahead, she noticed people going inside a small building. A handmade sign next to the door read Lottie’s Main Street Eatery.

Her steps picked up. Deep in thought, she hadn’t realized they’d slowed so much.

It wasn’t until heavy footfalls were heard behind her that a chill settled over her. Were they getting closer? Afraid to turn, yet afraid not to, she quickened her pace. The nearest man was just outside the eatery now and she was still a block away. She opened her mouth to call out.

It was too late. A hand clapped over her mouth, and she was lifted off her feet from behind and carried into an alley.

“Don’t you dare scream,” a voice growled in her ear.

Amy kicked viciously out behind her, feeling a slight bit of satisfaction as her captor gave off a grunt of pain. The next time, however, did no good. She was put down on her feet between the buildings and turned to face him.

All she could see was a dark cloth over his face below beady eyes, before his fist connected with her jaw. An array of stars flashed before her eyes.

Then, there was only blackness as she collapsed into a small heap on the ground.

* * *
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SLOWLY, AMY BECAME aware of the pain in her jaw and temple, and forced open her eyes. She was lying on her belly on the ground behind a hill, some distance from the buildings in town. How long had she been unconscious? 

Struggling to sit up, she glanced around her for her reticule.

She blinked. Where was it? Putting a hand to her temple, she sat there for a moment. She was still fully clothed; that, at least was comforting. But something was different. The sun was no longer overhead; the shadows were deeper now.

Amy’s hand flew to her throat, and she gasped in horror as she realized what had happened.

The money pouch she’d kept around her neck, hidden inside her frock...

It was gone.
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Chapter One
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Abandoned and alone...

“Stop it, Amy. Crying won’t help,” her voice had a desperate ring to it as she scolded herself. Fighting dizziness, she pushed herself upward farther. The seriousness of the situation in which she found herself dawned with ferocity. 

The very town she’d dreaded going through the most, was the one she was in right this moment. Not only had she been attacked, but every penny she’d owned had been in the money pouch she’d carried with her. 

Making it to the back of the buildings, she steadied herself against one of them for a moment. She had to get back to the stage; her trunks were there, and she knew Aunt Liv had tucked some extra funds into one of the pockets inside.

The world swayed again as she reached Main Street, and she leaned against one of the buildings until the dizziness subsided somewhat.

Looking to the right, she saw the eatery. There was no crowd there now waiting to enter. But when she turned to the left, it brought tears to her eyes.

The stage was gone.

“No. Oh, no.” Her desperation increased. “My only way out of Deadwood.”

“What are you doing here, young lady?”

Amy jerked her head upward at the voice, looking up, and still farther up until she met dark brown eyes staring down at her in the midst of a concerned face. 

“I...”  She tried to form an answer, but was unable.

The kind voice had an edge to it as he stepped closer, taking her face into his hand.

Amy jerked backward, away from his grasp.

“Be still, and talk to me. What happened to you?” he demanded.

“I... don’t know.” This time her voice was tremulous.

“Yes, you do. What’s your name?” The stern glare down at her grew fiercer, and she gave in. “Amy,” she said quietly. “Amy Bennett.”

“Who did this to you?”

She shook her head, closing her eyes at the pain it caused. “I couldn’t see his face. He wore a mask, and it covered everything but his eyes. I was on my way from the stage to the eatery, and...” She moistened her lips.

“Oh, dear God. You should never be alone out here without an escort. The stage left hours ago. You need a cool cloth on those bruises. Come with me. I’ll take you to the hotel.”

She pushed him away slightly. “Could you take me to the sheriff instead?”

“Sure, I could,” he said, cocking his head to one side, “if we had one. We’re a lawless bunch here, I’m afraid.”

They stood there, staring at each other. 

Suddenly it happened without warning. Amy burst into tears, holding her head in her hands, surprised when he pulled her into his arms.

“You can cry if you want, but now’s not a good time for it. It’ll just make your head hurt worse. Hear?”

She nodded, but the tears continued.  Swept suddenly up into his arms, she realized he was carrying her past the stage station, toward the opposite edge of town.

“Where are you taking me?”

“I told you. There’s a hotel on this end of town. At least once you’re checked in, you should be safe.” He paused, looking down at her. “When did you eat last?”

“I couldn’t eat now.”

He eyed her suspiciously, and she averted her gaze.  

“Why? Do you feel sick?” When she nodded, he began striding forward again. “Well, let me know if you’re going to vomit. These are my good boots.”

Amy fought a smile before leaning her head on his chest. She couldn’t explain why, but something inside her trusted this man.

“I’ll try to miss them,” she said, a hint of sarcasm in her voice.
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