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To Twilight, my energetic little black dog, who I will hold in my heart to the end of my days.










  
  
Prologue 




Sunday, November 16, 1880 Tin Creek, Montana 

The relentless Montana wind, harbinger of the looming winter, lashed through George Perkins's thinning hair, a chilling caress that belied the sweat dotting his brow. Laboring with his axe, George wrestled with stubborn logs, his efforts a race against the impending frost that threatened to clutch Tin Creek in its icy grasp. The owner of the town's solitary dry goods store, he found himself perennially caught unprepared for winter's onslaught, his resources stretched thin and insufficient.

"Damnation! No way can I gather enough firewood before the winter sets in. Gonna freeze to death," George grumbled, his voice a blend of defeat and exasperation. He dropped his axe, the tool landing with a thud that echoed his frustration. The mournful toll of the church bell punctuated the quiet Sunday morning, its somber chime a stark reminder of his predicament.

With a sigh of resignation, George hoisted the axe again, cleaving another log in his relentless battle against the cold. His movements were sluggish, weary from the effort. His eyes, wandering in distraction, landed upon the willow tree standing sentinel behind his store. Its branches hung heavy, laden with blood-red leaves that shrouded the gnarled, blackened trunk.

"That blasted tree," he seethed, a bitter edge to his words. "A constant reminder of Mary, that accursed witch of a wife. Good riddance to her." His foot lashed out, striking the pile of firewood in anger. "Ever since her death, my life's been a living hell. Her curse, it haunts me."

Memories of Mary surfaced unbidden. She had nurtured the young willow, transplanting it from the Bitterroot River's edge. Under her care, it flourished, its canopy a haven for children's laughter and lovers' whispers. George had always scorned her rituals, her communion with the tree, her belief in its sacred nature.

But after Mary's demise, the willow transformed. Its leaves darkened to the color of dried blood; its bark contorted into sinister, blackened gnarls. The once gentle leaves became as sharp as blades, warding off any who dared approach. Mary's garden, too, succumbed to a dismal fate, its healing herbs and colorful flora replaced by hostile brambles and thorns, as if in sympathy with the willow's malevolence.

Rumors of Mary's mysterious death circulated among the townsfolk, some suspecting George's involvement, especially after he sent their daughter away to Chicago. But George remained indifferent to their suspicions; he was their sole lifeline for supplies in this isolated frontier settlement.

Consumed by resentment, George approached the willow, axe gripped tightly. Warily, he navigated the razor-like leaves, his movements cautious. He swung at the trunk, but the axe glanced off, sending him stumbling. Cursing, he tried again, only to be repelled. As he struggled to regain his footing, the tree seemed to awaken, its branches ensnaring him in a vengeful embrace. Lifted off the ground, George flailed helplessly as the branches whipped and lashed at him, his cries for help swallowed by the deserted morning.

The ordeal stretched for hours, the willow relentless in its torment until nightfall shrouded the sky. Finally, it released him, dropping him unceremoniously to the ground. Bruised and battered, George crawled back to his store, his defiance crumbling into a vow of silence. He raised a fist in an ultimate gesture of defiance but then halted, the realization dawning that he would never again provoke the wrath of the willow, nor the memory of Mary.

As he tended to his wounds, George's loathing for his cursed existence deepened—a life damned by the legacy of a witch and a vindictive tree.








  
  
Chapter One




Chicago, April 3, 1887 

Isobel Perkins navigated the cobblestone path with swift purpose. The imposing silhouette of her brownstone residence loomed large, standing as a monument to the city's burgeoning wealth and ambition. Drawing nearer, a wave of anticipation stirred within her, carried on the crisp evening air. She was awaiting a correspondence that held the key to her most fervent aspiration, one she harbored silently—a place at the nursing school.

Her fingers, clad in gloves, quivered as they clasped an envelope, its surface marked by the emblem of the institution she longed to join. The shadow of potential rejection darkened her thoughts for a moment, but with a practiced motion, she concealed the letter within a secret pocket of her bustle skirt, ensuring its invisibility.

Isobel earmarked the earnings from her position in the dress shop for this very dream. Her uncle Henry, a titan in the textile industry, had never once proposed funding for her academic pursuits. Instead, his inquiries veered towards the prospects of her social calendar, his outlook entrenched in the bygone era of Regency expectations. He feared for her marital prospects, even going so far as to suggest arranging a match that would secure her future. But Isobel's spirit was not so easily corralled; not a single suitor had captured her attention.

In defiance of her uncle’s antiquated views and societal conventions, Isobel stood on the threshold of claiming her own path. Aunt Stella, ever the matriarch of their indomitable lineage, reinforced the belief that while marriage might be in their stars, submission was not. They were descendants of a robust lineage of women who, when united in matrimony, did so on their own terms, unshackled by the expectations that sought to confine them.

Upon entering the foyer of her home, Isobel was enveloped by the inviting glow of gaslight chandeliers. Their light danced across the lavish wood parquet flooring, crafting shadows that played on the walls like ethereal specters. Aunt Stella, her presence as commanding as ever, navigated the room with a grace that defied her years. Strands of gray ran through her chestnut brown hair, now styled in the contemporary Gibson Girl updo, a testament to her unyielding spirit and her subtle nod to the times.

"How did the day find you at the shop?" Stella inquired, her vibrant green eyes sparkling with an intensity that mocked the passage of time. Despite the opulence that surrounded them, Stella chose a life less dependent on the labor of others, her preference for personal autonomy over a household staff clear.

"The shop kept me on my toes," Isobel confessed, as she adjusted her hat and smoothed down her red hair, flushed with the kiss of the cold, contrasting vividly against her delicate, Irish skin.

With a flick of her wrist, Stella drew back the heavy curtains, allowing the day's dying light to fill the room. "Your uncle will be joining us for dinner. He’s buzzing with something he wishes to discuss, likely another prospective match he’s conjured up. The man does fancy himself quite the matchmaker," she said, a note of amusement in her voice.

Isobel's heart sank at the notion of suitors and matches. In their circles, the tradition of arranged unions lingered like a ghost from a bygone era. Isobel's spirit yearned for more than predetermined paths; she was driven by a legacy of strength and independence passed down from her mother, further nurtured by Stella’s guidance in herbal lore and the wisdom of walking one’s own path.

Stella poised herself to address the more mundane tasks awaiting her attention. “I must see to the candles on the dining table before your uncle makes his appearance,” she remarked, her voice trailing off towards the task at hand.

“Will you be using your gifts?” Isobel inquired, a playful tone lacing her words.

“Naturally, my dear. How else should I light them?” Stella retorted, feigning the action of lighting a candle with a mere breath, her eyes twinkling with mischief as she offered Isobel a conspiratorial wink.

Isobel smirked in response. “But when he arrives, it’s the flint that you’ll turn to, concealing your magick as if it were a clandestine lover.”

As Stella turned to depart, she executed a subtle gesture with her hands, seemingly inconsequential, yet it conjured a breeze within the confines of the foyer. This breeze quickly escalated into a gust strong enough to snatch Isobel’s hat from her head, sending it sailing up the staircase in a defiant dance.

Isobel, now hatless and momentarily distracted from the conversation, gave chase to the rogue headwear. The impromptu chase served as a vivid reminder of Stella's power and her playful warning. Yet, for Isobel, the immediate concern shifted towards the letter, burning a hole in her pocket. The need to discover her destiny, her fate as dictated by the nursing school's decision, outweighed even her uncle's intentions for her future. Resolved, she ascended the stairs, her thoughts already unraveling the possibilities that awaited in the written word, ready to face her fate on her own terms.

Before Isobel could reach her sanctuary upstairs, the resonant chime of the doorbell echoed through the grand hall. With Aunt Stella absent, likely attending to some final dinner preparations, it fell to Isobel. Peering through the door’s beveled glass, she recognized her uncle's silhouette, bracing herself for the evening's inevitable discussions—those of unwelcome matrimonial prospects rather than the contents of the envelope burning a hole in her pocket.

Opening the door, she greeted him with warmth unmarred by her internal turmoil. “Uncle Henry!” Embracing him, she offered, “Let me take your hat. How are you?”

Henry surrendered his hat. “Thank you, my dear. I’m doing fine. And how is my favorite niece doing?” Isobel relieved him of his distinguished black top hat, placing it with care on the coat rack that stood sentinel in the foyer. He leaned his cane, an item more a statement of style than need, against the wall and shed his coat. Isobel glimpsed at the fabric's fine quality, a testament to his success in the textile industry, as she took his coat to hang.

Her laughter, light and genuine, filled the space between them at his endearment. She was, after all, his sole niece. “I’m doing very well. I hope you are hungry. Aunt Stella is out-doing herself today.” The thought of her aunt’s culinary prowess offered a brief respite from her apprehension about the discussion that would unfold over dinner.

Henry, embodying a blend of gravitas and weary experience, made his way into the parlor with measured steps. The richly adorned Persian rug underfoot, a kaleidoscope of intricate designs and bold colors, captured his attention, reflecting perhaps the complexity of his own thoughts. “I’ll take a whiskey. Make it a double,” he announced.

Isobel, taken aback by the depth of his request, quipped, “A double. That good of a day.” She extended her senses, a subtle skill nurtured under Aunt Stella's tutelage, to perceive the emotional atmosphere surrounding him. Encircling Henry was a shroud of pale gray melancholy, punctuated by the erratic dance of orange orbs—each a spark of worry. This visual manifestation of his internal state evoked in Isobel a profound empathy.

Absorbed in contemplation, Henry’s gaze wandered, eventually settling on the fireplace mantel, a masterpiece of craftsmanship. “Things rise and fall. Nothing ever stays the same,” he reflected, a note of resigned wisdom in his words that resonated in the space between them as Isobel turned to fetch his drink.

In the dining room, she poured his whiskey, the liquid's rich hue catching the light, before heading to the kitchen. “Uncle Henry wants a double today,” she relayed to Stella in a hushed tone, barely audible over the culinary sizzling of the roast in the oven.

Stella, her hands encased in oven mitts, tenderly retrieved the roast, infusing the kitchen with a delectable blend of rosemary, potatoes, onions, and carrots. “Oh, that’s bad news,” she responded, her voice rich with concern.

“It smells wonderful! I’ll let him know we are eating soon,” Isobel declared, a swell of familial pride lifting her spirits. She returned to the parlor with the whiskey.

Henry paused his contemplation of Aunt Stella’s jade egg collection, each piece a testament to Alfred's business journeys. These artifacts, with their polished gleam and deep, verdant hues, anchored the room with a sense of history and exploration.

Isobel watched him, the subtle lift of her brows and a thoughtful tilt of her head betraying her concern. She sensed the weight of undisclosed troubles pressing on him, marking the gathering clouds in his usually serene disposition. It was as if the very air around them thickened with the unvoiced worries that shadowed his features.

Offering the whiskey, she glimpsed the usual tranquility in his eyes, now veiled by a tempest of thoughts. “Here you go, Uncle Henry. Aunt Stella pulled the roast out, so we’ll be eating soon. Do you want to take a seat now?” Typically bathed in a light of unwavering calm, today, Henry was adrift in a sea of turmoil.

As he accepted the glass and moved toward the dining room, he scanned the table. “Doesn’t this look fabulous? Should have known. You are always on top of things. You will make some young man a good wife,” he said.

Isobel, tensing at the mention of marriage, managed a subtle eye roll. “The Rockefellers keep their table set all the time. It’s the latest trend. Why keep beautiful china locked up when you can look at it any time you want?” she said, skillfully navigating away from the sensitive subject of marriage.

“I did not know that. Maybe I should tell Eleanor. Can’t be looking shabby now,” Henry mused.

When Aunt Stella swept into the dining room, carrying a platter that hosted the evening's roast to perfection, Isobel's admiration for her aunt's abilities swelled within her. "I fixed some of that new Jell-O for dessert. Did you know you need an icebox for that?" Stella declared, setting down the meal with a flourish that lit up the room.

Henry, having taken his seat, draped a linen napkin across his lap with a gesture of refinement. "I’ve heard about Jell-O. People molding it in different shapes. Almost like art," he said, then, almost as an afterthought, he produced a letter from the depths of his jacket, laying it down next to his plate with a nonchalance that belied its potential significance.

Isobel, eyeing the letter with a mixture of curiosity and dread, found herself momentarily lost in thought. The possibility that it heralded some unsolicited match made by her well-intentioned but misguided uncle sent a shiver down her spine. She took her place at the table, her mind awash with speculations, even as her fingers discreetly confirmed her own much-awaited correspondence.

Seizing a moment of distraction as Stella urged Henry to begin, Isobel excused herself under the guise of a forgotten necessity. "Oh, we forgot the bread!" she claimed, making a swift escape to the refuge of the kitchen. There, against the cold assurance of the icebox, she allowed herself a moment to collect her courage. Drawing the letter from its hiding, her whispered exclamations of joy were a private celebration of her admission into the nursing program, her spirit doing a dance of triumph.

With the letter safely stowed once more, Isobel returned, her arms cradling the warmth of freshly baked bread and the aromatic promise of herb butter. Setting them down with a precision that masked the storm of emotions inside her, she returned to her seat, her expression a carefully maintained mask of composure. Grateful for Aunt Stella's discreet respect for her privacy, despite the older woman's uncanny perceptiveness, Isobel navigated a sea of feelings—pride at her acceptance, excitement for the path ahead, and a niggling worry about what the future might demand of her.

As the meal progressed amidst the grandeur of the dining room, adorned with artifacts of wealth and taste, the discussion meandered through topics of immediate relevance and triviality. But Isobel's mind wandered far from the room, ensnared by visions of her future in nursing, a beacon of hope that now flickered ever more brightly within her.

The ambient sounds of dining—the gentle clinking of silverware against fine china, the murmur of conversation—were a familiar, comforting sound, yet Isobel found herself adrift in thought, only half-anchored to the present moment. The mention of a letter from George, her estranged father, snapped her back to the room, his name evoking a complex web of emotions, a mixture of distant pain and indifferent curiosity.

“George didn’t write it, but it says he is sick and needs help,” Uncle Henry revealed, a shade of genuine concern tinting his voice, breaking through the ordinary cadence of dinner chatter.

Aunt Stella voiced her worry with immediate warmth, “Oh, no! What could be wrong that he couldn’t write himself? Do you think it’s serious?”

The proposition that followed from Henry, however, landed with the weight of an unexpected storm. “Well, I think Isobel needs to travel there to help him. It would be a good time for her to spend time with her father.” This suggestion, laid out with the simplicity of setting a chess piece on the board, was oblivious to the tidal wave of implications it bore for Isobel. His words, steeped in the societal norms of duty over personal desire, presented a crossroads that directly challenged the path Isobel dared to dream of.

As Uncle Henry unfolded the crudely written letter, the simplicity and urgency of its message cutting through the room's air, Isobel's world tilted. The abruptness of his proposal, casting a long shadow over her freshly illuminated path to nursing school, felt like a punch to her stomach. She brought a hand to her mouth, her breath catching in a tangle of shock and indignation.

"I got my acceptance letter for nursing school," she announced. This dream, nurtured in secret and now blooming into reality, was hers alone to claim, not to be eclipsed by obligations to a father who was more myth than memory.

"You did?" Stella and Henry echoed, their reactions intermingling surprise and bewilderment.

With a renewed sense of resolve, Isobel squared her shoulders. "The letter came today. The first term starts in September." It was more than a statement; it was a declaration of her independence, her right to shape her own destiny.

Henry’s rebuttal, though swift and steeped in the norms of their era, dismissed her ambitions summarily. "Why would you do that? You don’t need to work. If you let me, I’d find you a fabulous husband, a great provider."

The patronizing tone ignited a fire within Isobel. A flush of defiance warmed her face as she pushed back the tears that threatened to spill. "I’ll marry when I fall in love without help," she said, her voice trembling with emotion. The thought of forsaking her aspirations for a father who had remained a ghost in her life, in favor of conforming to societal expectations that didn’t resonate with her, was intolerable.

“You want me to sacrifice an opportunity to take care of a complete stranger in Montana?” Isobel’s voice, now laden with both plea and indignation, sought understanding, acknowledgment of her right to dream and to follow those dreams. She concluded her plea, lips pressed in a firm line, a silent declaration that this discussion was over.

The atmosphere thickened with the weight of Isobel's defiance, her stand not just a rejection of an outdated duty but an affirmation of her right to choose her destiny. She watched the silent exchange of looks between Stella and Henry, the tension manifesting in a dance of conflicting emotions and expectations.

As Henry met Isobel’s steely gaze, his demeanor shifted, the usually unyielding edges of his authority softening. "I’m sorry. I don’t know what has gotten into me," he conceded, vulnerability bleeding in his voice for the first time. His head bowed, eyes shadowed by a rare admission of fallibility. “I am proud of you. It’s just I didn’t realize you applied.”

Isobel stood firm, her hands braced against the table's sheen, each word she spoke a cornerstone of her declaration for self-determination. “That’s because you are too busy trying to marry me off instead of listening to me, listening to what I want in my life.” The air vibrated with the strength of her conviction, reverberating against the walls of tradition.

Henry leaned back, his posture relaxing as he mulled over her words, the sharp angles of conflict in his expression giving way to contemplation. “Maybe your father only needs help for a short time,” he proposed, attempting to find middle ground. “And you’ll come back home to attend school.”

Yet, Isobel sensed the inner discord within Henry, torn between his pride in her achievements and his adherence to societal conventions. She stood at a crossroads, acutely aware of the expectations that she should conform to the traditional role of a woman. However, forsaking her dreams for a life devoid of personal meaning and love was anathema to her.

In this moment of truth, Isobel grasped the essence of her struggle. She envisioned a world where women's ambitions and voices mattered, where the pursuit of professional and personal dreams wasn't stifled by outdated norms. She longed for Henry’s understanding, for him to see the evolving landscape where women thrived not just in the home, but in the broader sphere of societal contribution.

Isobel took refuge in the ritual of cleaning up, her actions measured and thoughtful, creating a distance from the heavy atmosphere of the dining room. The simple act of washing dishes, the sound of water splashing against the porcelain, provided a comforting rhythm to her turmoil. As Stella’s voice echoed from the next room, scolding Henry with a blend of disappointment and concern, Isobel took solace, knowing that her dreams were not entirely out of reach.

With each dish she dried and placed away, Isobel fortified her resolve to follow her path, to reach for the dream that shimmered on the horizon, despite the thorns that lay in her path.

Stella swept into the kitchen, her arms laden with linens, and with a casual flick, she sent the remaining dishes flying back to their places—a small showcase of magick that drew a fleeting smile from Isobel. For Isobel, magick was a tool for more personal, introspective work, particularly in the quiet growth of her garden.

Leaning against the counter, Isobel’s voice broke the silence, a soft admission of the conflict within her. “I’m sure my father has the same opinions about women as his brother,” she pondered, the weight of her duty to a father who was more a concept than a presence heavy on her shoulders. “I should want to help my father, but he’s a stranger.” The cool indifference to the task set before her contrasted with the warmth she had felt upon learning of her acceptance into nursing school.

Stella’s warm words of support cut through the fog of uncertainty, lighting the kitchen with a soft but unwavering belief in Isobel’s choice. “I think it’s wonderful you’re going to nursing school. You always wanted to help people,” Stella affirmed, her smile illuminated by the lamp above, her eyes shining with pride and conviction. “You’ll come back in time to start school. I’ll insist on it. Wow, a nurse. Your mother would be proud of you. Your uncle is in the past, and you are the future. It may take some time for him to see that.”

In that moment, Isobel found a beacon of hope in Stella’s words, a reminder that her journey was her own to forge, in defiance of the shadows cast by the past.

As Stella turned to leave the kitchen, she paused at the doorway, her silhouette framed against the dimming light of the hall. “We need to have a talk, dear. I have something to give you. I hadn’t planned on you leaving this soon. But it can wait until tomorrow after dinner.” Her voice trailed off, leaving a trail of intrigue and anticipation in the air.

Isobel, pondering what Stella might have for her, strolled through the dining room, her mind a whirlwind of thoughts. She noticed the absence of her uncle’s heavy, conflicted emotions, which had hung in the air like a dense fog earlier, but now the remnants of his presence faded away like a distant foghorn. Isobel glanced at the seat where her uncle had sat, the cushion still bearing the imprint of his form, leaving behind a space that was both empty and filled with unspoken words and unresolved tensions.

Isobel’s heart was heavy yet hopeful as she navigated through the familiar surroundings. The room, a witness to so many family discussions and decisions, now stood as a testament to her newfound resolve. She was stepping into a future that she chose, one where she could forge her own identity and make a difference in the world.

Isobel’s steps were measured and thoughtful as she left the dining room, each footfall a step closer to her future. The uncertainty of the journey ahead was daunting, yet the support of her aunt and the strength of her own convictions bolstered her. Isobel admitted that the path she chose wasn’t only about pursuing a career; it was about honoring her true self and the legacy of the strong women in her family.








  
  
Chapter Two




Isobel embraced the briskness of the early April morning, a chill lingering in the air as she ventured into the garden. Clad in her cherished blue woolen shawl, which gently compressed the puffed fabric of her leg-of-mutton sleeves, she cradled a steaming cup of herbal tea. The pebble path crunched under her feet, leading her away from the porch and onto the frost-kissed grass. 

A vibrant assembly of early spring flowers - grape hyacinth, snowdrops, and Siberian squill - heralded the season's awakening. Isobel's daffodils, their buds swollen with potential, seemed to beckon for her attention. With a graceful sweep of her hand, she encouraged them, and they blossomed in a synchronized dance of yellow and white. Extending her influence beyond her own garden, she coaxed neighboring blooms to life, a discreet display of her earth witch abilities.

Despite the joy her garden brought, Isobel's thoughts were clouded with uncertainty. Even her loyal winter bloomers, the camelias of red and white, could not ease her troubles. The internal debate between fulfilling her uncle's wishes and pursuing her own desires weighed heavily on her.

Why am I so gutted by what my uncle wants? 

The prospect of traveling to Montana to care for her estranged father was both daunting and intriguing. Is this journey an opportunity for growth and exploration? Perhaps she was too hasty last night.

Her contemplation led her to the potting shed nestled in the garden's far corner. After setting her tea aside, she scooped birdseed into a small tin can and scattered it along the grassy path. A chorus of birds - titmice, chickadees, and wrens - descended, chirping and hopping about in a lively feast. She watched until the birds left to flutter between the bird bath and lilac shrubs.

Isobel pondered the implications of leaving Chicago and the potential delay in her nursing studies. The thought of postponing her dreams for another year was unbearable. Isobel would miss Aunt Stella, Uncle Henry, and home. Then there was safety. Aunt Stella had expressed worry because they read stories of shootings in the newspaper. Will I need a gun? I don’t even know how to use one.

Returning the can to the shed, Isobel resumed her garden stroll, her teacup warming her hands once more. She recognized the responsibility of doing the undesirable for the greater good sometimes.

Uncle Henry, who had been a father figure, often pushed her beyond her comfort zone, instilling a resilience she both resented and appreciated, like when he had put her on a pony, even though it terrified her. She ended up riding every summer since then.

She sought Uncle Henry's approval while also standing up to him, akin to a daughter with her father. The lack of parents was a void she felt deeply.

But she resolved to ensure her return to Chicago ahead of her first nursing school term. That was her non-negotiable condition.

Alone in the garden, with no prying eyes from neighboring houses, Isobel seized the moment to show her earth witch prowess. Isobel sat on the garden bench, sliding her hand along the side of each button-up black leather boot, savoring the sound as 16 buttons released magickally. The boots lined up under the bench with a flick of her hand. After her stockings slipped off, she placed them beside her. She removed her shawl, bracing herself for the cool touch of the grass under her bare feet. 

As the energy of the earth surged through her, Isobel's shivers gave way to a warm, pulsating force within her. She moved her arms elegantly, orchestrating the growth of tulips. Stems emerged, buds formed, and blooms unfurled in a spectacular display of colors. The garden transformed into a vibrant tapestry, a testament to her connection with nature.

Exhausted yet content, Isobel redressed and returned to the porch. Wrapping herself in her shawl, she savored the remaining tea, her eyes drinking in the beauty of her handiwork. The myriad colors of the tulips resonated with her soul, creating a symphony of harmony and peace amidst her tumultuous thoughts.


      [image: ]When Isobel entered Stella's sitting room, a space reflecting the Victorian era’s fascination with the exotic and the occult, adorned with ornate tapestries depicting geometric designs from far-off lands. The tapestries, likely bought during her Albert's travels, hung alongside elegant portraits framed in gilded wood, showcasing the affluent and eclectic tastes of the period. The room was lit by oil lamps that cast a warm and inviting glow over rich velvet upholstered furniture. 

Stella, a figure of grace and wisdom, sat on an intricately carved settee, an exquisite example of the period's craftsmanship. Her familiar, a black cat with white paws named Boots, laid content in her lap, adding to the room's mystical ambiance.

The scent of sandalwood and myrrh incense burning in a brass burner, a common practice in homes to seek a connection with the spiritual world, struck Isobel. The scents, considered both exotic and therapeutic, relaxed her and center her thoughts.

Stella, who had been Isobel's guardian and mentor since she arrived at Uncle Henry's door, traumatized and mute, had always been her pillar of strength. Her wisdom and nurturing had coaxed Isobel back to life, helping her overcome the nightmares and silence that had gripped her after the traumatic events of her youth.

Stella gestured for Isobel to sit beside her on the settee. "I can't fathom why Henry thinks you should go to Montana. You barely know your father! And sending a young woman alone on such a journey..." Stella's concern was obvious, her protective nature always at the forefront.

Isobel, wrestling with her own mixed emotions, responded, "He may be a stranger, but he's still my father. And my goal has been to heal others. I can't ignore that, even if it means going to Montana."

“Your mother didn’t belong there. It was too dangerous for her and for you, too. And you know why. I don’t have to spell it out.” Stella giggled. “Oh, look at me. I made a pun.”

“Yes, you did.” Isobel chuckled. “You’ve always told me to be cautious and I have and will be careful. I’ll only use my gifts discretely to help others and not myself. Do you think someone discovered she was a witch?”

“No. Your mother was splendid at keeping them under wraps even when she misused them. But maybe…” Stella trailed off.

Isobel placed her hand on Stella’s. “Aunt Stella? Are you okay?”

Stella shook her head. “Oh, I get these thoughts.” She squeezed Isobel’s hand and sighed. “I miss Mary so much. We had our differences, but we were still close until Montana. I had these odd feelings, though, like something wasn’t quite right. The tone of her letters changed, but I couldn’t pull it out of her. Ah, well.”

Stella waved her hand towards an antique wardrobe. The door creaked open, and a package wrapped in blue velvet floated out, unwrapping itself in mid-air before the book inside landed on Isobel's lap. Boots, the cat, watched with mild interest before settling back into a comfortable position.

"This was your mother's grimoire," Stella explained, releasing a sigh. "She left it here by mistake. It's time you had it."

Isobel opened the red leather-bound book with gold embossed lettering. As she touched the pages, she felt an inexplicable connection to her mother, a bridge across time and space. Her mother’s death haunted her, as if there was something behind a veil she couldn’t see. This trip might pull back that veil.

“I will keep it safe.” She held the book to her chest. “Thank you, Aunt Stella.”

“I ask only one favor from you, Isobel. My sister left with family heirlooms that we must get back. Your grandmother’s grimoire and her cursed necklace. Find them. The necklace is silver with a trinity knot pendant encrusted with ruby, emerald, and amethyst gemstones. On the back are ancient rune engravings. I worry everyday someone will find them. If they tried to use them, it would be the end. Dangerous black magick.”

Isobel assured her aunt, holding the grimoire close, "I promise, Aunt Stella. I'll find them."

As they embraced, Stella's eyes filled with a mix of pride and concern, shimmering with unshed tears. "Stay safe, Isobel. We can't lose you too."

“Good night, Aunt Stella. I love you.” Isobel, feeling the weight of her aunt's expectations and the legacy of her mother's magick, left the room with a heavy heart. Her mind raced with thoughts of the journey ahead and the mysteries she might uncover in Montana.








  
  
Chapter Three




Isobel gazed out the window of the Pullman car, entranced by the rhythmic motion of the tall grasses undulating in the breeze, creating waves of green and amber on the rolling hills. The gentle rocking of the train car, coupled with the mesmerizing view, lulled her into a contemplative state, quieting the tumult of her thoughts about the uncertain future and the loved ones she left behind in Chicago. 

Lost in this tranquil reverie, Isobel barely noticed when a light touch on her shoulder jerked her back to reality. She jolted, her heart skipping a beat.

“Sorry, Miss. I didn’t mean to alarm you,” a voice said, gentle yet apologetic.

Isobel tilted her head to find a tall, young man with blond thick, curly hair standing beside her, his presence unexpected but not unwelcomed. She stood, a gesture of polite acknowledgment.

“Oh, no. You needn’t get up. I only wanted to ask you if you’d mind…,” the young man said, pointing to the opposite upholstered high-backed sofa bench. “The porter told me you’re traveling to Tin Creek, and I wanted to make your acquaintance since I’m from there.”

Opening her mind, Isobel scanned his aura, seeking a glimpse into his intentions. A lemony hue of serenity and goodwill greeted her, reassuring her of his benign nature. “You are welcome to sit and enjoy the scenery. It is a long trip, and it would be nice to know someone from Tin Creek before I get there.”

“I’m John Carlyle.” He settled onto the bench, extending a hand toward her.

Isobel reached out, her fingers meeting his in a gentle handshake. A sudden spark startled her, causing her to withdraw her hand quickly, her cheeks warming at the unexpected sensation. “Sorry. I’m Isobel. Isobel Perkins. You might know my father, George.”

John’s smile grew wide and his mouth fell open. “Isobel Perkins! We used to play together. Our mothers were good friends. Until… uh, sorry. I’m sorry. I don’t mean to upset you or anything.”

She shook her head. “Don’t worry. It was a long time ago. I don’t have any recollections of Tin Creek.” She closed her book, setting it beside her. 

“If your trip brings back any memories, I hope they are good ones. We used to have a wonderful time playing.” John leaned forward, elbows on knees, clasping his hands under his chin, smiling. “Mother will be so excited to see you. You’ll have to come for dinner.”

Isobel fiddled with a loose tendril of hair, her mind drifting to the possibilities of rekindling old connections in Tin Creek. “If you still live there, what are you doing here, on this train?”

“I’ve been at Iowa State University, studying modern cattle ranching techniques. I’m coming home for the summer.” His eyes sparkled. “And what brings you back to Tin Creek?”

Her mood shifted as she delved into the reason for her journey. “My father is sick. Someone wrote that he needed help.” She hoped to steer the conversation away from her father, a topic that stirred a mix of emotions she wasn’t ready to confront. “Do you have any idea who wrote the letter?”

John’s expression softened. “I’m sorry George is ill. It was probably Jane from the hotel next door.” He ran a hand through his curls, eliciting an unexpected sigh of contentment from Isobel.

“You used to tease me about my curls. Are you sure you remember nothing?” John’s chuckle was light-hearted.

“Your curls are nice. Delightful,” Isobel replied, her cheeks flushing. “Tell me about Tin Creek.” Isobel slipped her book in her reticule, as she had no desire to read now.

“Tin Creek is a regular small town that’s growing since mining is still profitable and a new mill opened. Right next to your father’s store is a hotel run by Fred and Jane Shaw. They’re real friendly folks, and Jane is wonderful.” John used his sizable hands to show where each building was. “Across the street is Jack Logan’s saloon. I’ve never been in there, but Jack is a good guy. There’s a bakery next to the hotel.”

“A bakery! I thought I would have to give up fresh pastries. Thank goodness. I have a sweet tooth. Oh, sorry to interrupt,” Isobel said, her hand over her mouth.

John smiled and continued laying out the town in front of her. “It’s alright. There’s a dress shop, a barber, a bank, a cafe, and the usual business of livery, assayer’s office, church, and school. But the roads are dirt, not paved.” He raised his index finger. “Oh, there are two saloons now. One of Jack’s girls, Marisol, opened her own several years after a freak fire destroyed the first one.”

“Tin Creek doesn’t sound too bad. I’m afraid the change will be hard, having lived in Chicago most of my life, but it’s only for the summer.” Isobel tried to decide if John had blue or green eyes, but settled on hazel.

“The summer?” John asked.

“I’m attending nursing school in the fall. Then my uncle received news about my father being ill.” Isobel kept smoothing out her blue dress. Every conversation about her father made her anxious, and she didn’t know why. “Here I am, traveling to Tin Creek to help him get back on his feet.” She reached to stroke the textured fabric on her seat to relieve her anxiety from talking to this young man.

A shabbily dressed couple passing by interrupted their conversation, and John nodded to them. John waited until they walked to the other end of the car and turned to Isobel. “Be careful. They are looking for investors for their new silver mine. It turns out they haven’t even seen the mine. They bought it on the word that it’s a moneymaker. Lots of folks out here looking to make lots of money overnight and will clean you out with their big claims.”

Isobel said, “Uncle Henry warned me about the charlatans. Even in the big city, there are those who think you should help them get rich without lifting a finger themselves.” 

“So true. Your uncle sounds like a smart man.”

“He is.” Isobel turned her gaze to the couple, her eyes narrowing as she sought to unravel the truth for herself. The young lady, barely more than a girl, radiated an aura clouded by conflicting emotions. Love, anxiety, and sadness wrestled within her, manifesting as pink and lime swirls entwined with spinning blue orbs.

The young man strutted with an air of unearned arrogance, yet the worn, faded fabric of his attire belied his pretensions. His aura seethed with dark, brooding colors—red and purple swirling together like blood clotting in slow motion, radiating fury and contempt. Above his head hovered a white haze, incongruous with his demeanor, prompting Isobel to stifle a laugh. She pondered the source of his inflated self-regard. Surely, if he had purchased a silver mine without so much as a glance, his judgment in matters of intellect and appearance was questionable. Could he possess some latent talent hidden beneath that malevolent aura? Isobel doubted it; such a sinister energy seemed unlikely to bring any good, especially to the young lady enamored with him.

Isobel wrestled with the moral dilemma of knowing others’ emotions and intentions. The responsibility of her gift weighed on her. The line between helping and intruding always blurred. 

“Are you all right?” John’s concern pulled her back from her thoughts.

Isobel forced a smile. “Just amazed at the trouble people put themselves in.”

“Would you eat dinner with me? I think they are serving in the dining car now.” John rose and offered to take her hand.

John’s offer to join him for dinner in the dining car presented a welcome distraction. As she accepted his hand, feeling the familiar spark again, Isobel giggled, thinking it caused by the carpet. “Yes, I would love to have dinner with you. I want to hear about your family and the cattle ranch.”

Walking alongside John to the dining car, Isobel felt a surge of excitement for the journey ahead. Despite the uncertainties and the complex emotions surrounding her return to Tin Creek, the prospect of new experiences and rediscovering her past held a certain allure. This train ride was not just a physical journey, but a passage to a new chapter in her life.


      [image: ]After bidding goodnight to Isobel and retreating to his sleeping compartment, John found himself overwhelmed by the unexpected turn of events. The shock of reuniting with Isobel, his childhood best friend who had captured a piece of his heart, left him reeling. He paced the confined space between the dresser and the bench seat, the bed still tucked away in its daytime arrangement. His heart pounded, a tumult of emotions and memories flooding his mind.

He longed to share this momentous encounter with his parents, but home was still days away. At university, his classmates often teased him for his lack of romantic pursuits. None of the girls there had sparked that special feeling in him, that indescribable catch in his heart or the fluttering in his stomach. He bore their teasing with good humor, unwilling to feign interest in someone just for appearances’ sake.

The porter, who inquired, “Sir, are you ready to have your bed turned down?” interrupted his thoughts.

Stepping into the aisle to make room, John responded, “Yes. Thank you.” He watched in mild fascination as the porter manipulated a lever, transforming the bench into a bed with practiced ease. The simple yet ingenious design of the Pullman car bed never ceased to amaze him. The porter, completing his task, left a small wrapped candy on the pillow - a thoughtful touch that John barely registered in his preoccupied state.

“Good night, sir,” the porter said, offering a polite nod.

“Good night,” John replied.

Once alone, he drew the heavy velvet curtain, enclosing himself in a cocoon of privacy. Yet, the solitude did little to calm his racing thoughts. Sleep seemed an impossible feat, his mind buzzing with questions about the next day. Would spending more time with Isobel seem too presumptuous? He didn’t want to appear foolish or risk pushing her away. Seated on the edge of the bed, John rubbed his temples, bracing himself for a night of restless contemplation. The chance encounter had stirred something deep within him, and now, more than ever, he felt the weight of uncertainty about what the morrow might bring.








  
  
Chapter Four




Isobel leaned in, her curiosity piqued, as John gestured towards the rugged landscape outside the stagecoach window. “That cliff there is called Castle Crag. When we pass it, we will be an hour out of Hamilton where we will stay overnight,” he explained. 

Isobel, jostled by the relentless bumping of the coach on the uneven roads, sighed in discomfort. “Good. I’m ready to get out of this bouncing box. My stomach has had enough,” she muttered, thinking of the peppermint tucked away in her trunk, a small remedy for her queasiness.

“The roads are not the best. It was not something I realized until I went to school,” John remarked.

Elsie, seated across from Isobel and traveling with her attorney husband Jeffery, chimed in, “I’m ready for a break, too. Glad we’re nearing Hamilton.”

Isobel nodded in agreement. “It wouldn’t be so bad if there was a breeze.”

Elsie raised her eyebrows, a wry smile playing on her lips. “Wouldn’t that just make the dust worse? I’m constantly brushing it off.”

Isobel glanced at her skirt, now indistinguishable under a layer of dust. Turning to John, she asked, “Is Tin Creek dusty, too?”

“Don’t worry. Travel through town is slow, so it’s not dusty,” John reassured her, his chuckle lightening the mood. “You’re beautiful, no matter what.”

A blush warmed Isobel’s cheeks, and she averted her gaze to the window. The growing connection between her and John was both exciting and unsettling. As she brushed off another layer of dust from her skirt, her thoughts drifted to the complexities of a serious relationship. Being different, possessing magickal abilities, made the prospect of opening up to someone daunting.

She recalled Aunt Stella’s story of finding love with Albert, a man fascinated rather than frightened by her magickal gifts. Could John be as accepting, or would he recoil in disbelief? This uncertainty, coupled with nursing school attendance, had kept Isobel from exploring matters of the heart. 

The growing apprehension of seeing her father added to her uneasy stomach.

The stagecoach swerved and lurched, shattering her contemplative reverie. Isobel heard a cracking sound as the coach tilted precariously to one side. Panic ensued inside as the passengers struggled to maintain their balance. Isobel found herself in an awkward, close embrace with John, her face flushed as she scrambled to right herself. 

Once outside, they assessed the damage. The wheel lay dislodged on the ground, its hub cracked. 

The driver said to John and Jeffrey, “There was a log half buried across the road on the curve. I need some help to fix this. We might be in for some trouble, cause a log don’t appear out of nowhere.”

As Isobel and Elsie chatted while the men worked on the hub, Isobel had an eerie sensation of being watched. “John, I think someone is coming.” Her warning was timely as three men on horseback emerged from the trees, charging towards them.

Fear gripped Isobel as she and Elsie sought cover behind the coach. The men drew their guns, while Isobel’s heart pounded with dread. She longed to reach for John, but found solace in holding Elsie’s trembling hands.

Thoughts of her untimely end in this remote place haunted her. She envisioned a grim scene of their abandoned belongings scattered among the brush. A chill coursed through her as the reality of their perilous situation sunk in.

Tension crackled in the air as one horseman, a man with a gruff voice and an imposing stance, shouted, “Drop the guns! It’s not three to three. I have two more coming. If you want to live, drop the guns.” His words cut through the silence like a knife, sending a shiver down Isobel’s spine.

John, his face set in a defiant scowl, retorted, “Hey, Jimmy. Better living robbing? My father was right to run you off.” With a reluctant sigh, he let his gun fall to the dusty ground, a gesture mirrored by the driver and Jeffery.

Recognition dawned on the face of the man called Jimmy. “Well, if it ain’t little Johnny all grown up and thinking he’s a big man now. Yah, the living suits me fine.” Joined by the other men, his laugh pierced the air, carrying a chilling and mocking tone.

The leader, imposing and unrelenting, issued his next command. “Give me your valuables! Make it easy and you live. Make it hard and ya don’t.”

Isobel’s hands trembled as she unclasped her cameo necklace, a gift from Uncle Henry. With a heavy heart, she tossed it onto the ground. Beside her, Elsie removed her jewelry in silence, her movements mechanical. Jeffery surrendered his pocket watch and the money in his wallet.

“Open the trunks,” the leader demanded, his gaze fixed on the luggage atop the wagon.

John and the driver hastened to comply, unloading the trunks from the back of the coach. Jeffrey added more items to the stash, his actions fueled by fear. Elsie wept while Isobel, her heart aching, offered what comfort she could.

When the driver opened Isobel’s trunk, she stated, “There’re only clothes and books.” John’s arms cradled her, his whisper urgent. “Shh. These men are dangerous.”

Jimmy, now on foot, approached Isobel’s trunk with a sneer. “I’m sure a well-dressed lady has more than that. Dig it out. Daddy must buy you lovely things or is it little Johnny buying you pretties.”

His insinuations about her father and John stung, fueling Isobel’s rising anger. “George Perkins of Perkins Dry Goods in Tin Creek is my father, and he has never bought me a thing!” Isobel retorted, hands on her hips, her glare fierce. “Look for yourself.”

Isobel's confidence in her magical enchantment grew as she watched Jimmy kick her clothes aside while he searched through her belongings. His proximity was suffocating, his red and orange evil aura enveloping her like a scorching wave. “I do nothing nice. So don’t push it.”

Then Jimmy walked over to John and stood chest to chest. “I know you have nothing cause a tightwad raised you.”

Jimmy came back to Isobel and towered so uncomfortably close she felt his breath on her face. “Your father is one of the vilest men in Montana. He uses that store to make people think he is an upstanding person in town, but he cheats, lies, and steals. I almost feel sorry for you.”

As Jimmy’s grip tightened on her wrist, twisting it, Isobel winced. “Be careful. If I don’t hurt you now, I can hurt you later. I know where to find you.”

Isobel longed to unleash her magick, to defend herself, but Aunt Stella’s teachings echoed in her mind: do no harm. Restricting her powers was a curse at this moment of peril.

Jimmy shoved her, and John’s quick reflexes prevented her from tumbling to the ground. Isobel’s heart pounded in her chest, the rapid beats echoing in her ears as fear and frustration waged war inside her. Aunt Stella’s warnings about her temper rang true; now these bandits knew where to find her.

Finally, Jimmy stepped over to the couple. “It was a pleasure doing business with you. Because of you, you all get to live. At least someone had something worthwhile.” He bowed as he backed up to his horse with the bag of stolen items.

The leader said, “Come on, Jimmy. Let’s go.” 

As the outlaws retreated, Jimmy became the target of a hawk’s wrath. The sound of the bird's claws tearing into him filled Isobel with a grim satisfaction, knowing that justice was being served in some small way.

As the danger faded away and the stagecoach was being fixed, Jimmy's unsettling comments about her father plagued Isobel's mind. Was George Perkins as vile as Jimmy claimed? John’s silence on the matter only deepened her unease.

Standing there, amidst the aftermath of the robbery, Isobel wrapped her arms around herself, seeking comfort in the self-embrace. The vast unknowns and potential dangers of the West weighed heavily on her thoughts. How would she navigate this harsh, unpredictable world? The thought left her vulnerable, a stranger in a land where danger lurked everywhere.


      [image: ]As the stagecoach neared a small, rustic town nestled in the Montana landscape, Isobel leaned forward, her eyes scanning the horizon for any sign of their destination. “Are we there yet?” she asked.

John, stretching within the cramped confines of the coach, nodded. “Yes, that’s Tin Creek. My family’s ranch is just over that hill,” he said, pointing westward where rolling hills, dotted with Ponderosa pines and Douglas firs, met the sky. Beyond, majestic snow-capped mountains stood tall, their cliffs a tapestry of pale sand and rustic orange.

Isobel’s gaze lingered on the picturesque scene, the natural beauty a stark contrast to the town’s simple layout. A single dirt road, flanked by modest buildings, formed the backbone of Tin Creek. As the coach trundled past a church, bank, and various shops, Isobel’s eyes fell upon her father’s general store. The modesty of the town belied the grandeur George’s letters had painted, leaving her doing a double-take in utter disbelief.

Peering out at the sparse population, Isobel wondered about the viability of her father’s business. John’s family, living outside the town, hinted at a larger community that perhaps frequented these streets on busier days.

The coach halted beside a three-story brick hotel next to the general store. A woman in pants, a sight that shocked Isobel, swept the boardwalk, her thick brown hair pulled back under a bandana. She stopped to wave at the driver and yelled inside, “Stagecoach is here!” 

John stepped out first, extending his hand to assist Isobel. The woman jumped in to greet him. “I haven’t seen you in ages! Welcome home. And who is this? Did you get married?” Jane’s rapid-fire questions left little room for reply. “Boy, is she a catch? Your daddy is gonna be proud of you! Dang!”

John made sure Isobel was on solid ground and whirled around to the woman. “Shh! Jane, I’m not married. This is Isobel Perkins, George’s daughter. She’s come all the way from Chicago to help him while he is sick.” He turned back to Isobel, “Hope our journey is not over.”

Isobel, feeling a flush of embarrassment, wondered how to navigate this unexpected attention. She nodded, hoping that was enough for now, and walked over to Jane, who she noticed wore a holster with an ornate gun. She extended her hand to Jane, only to be enveloped in a warm, unexpected hug. “I don’t shake hands, I hug. Everyone needs a hug,” Jane declared. Her aura of yellow and green eased Isobel’s initial discomfort with the trusting woman. 

“So glad to meet you, Jane.”

Jane led Isobel onto the boardwalk before she returned to talk to the coach driver.

As Isobel stood on the boardwalk, the reality of her new surroundings sank in. Turning towards her father’s store, she peered through the grimy windowpanes, her reflection interrupted by the approach of a disheveled man from across the street.

The man, with long, unkempt hair and a handlebar mustache, exuded an air of roughness as he grabbed Isobel’s arm once he reached the boardwalk and pulled her into the street. “Get your hands off my girl! She has to be my new entertainer, right? I get only the best girls. I was told she was coming any day. Boy, what a beauty you are!”

Isobel’s instinctive reaction was to pull away, repulsed by his intrusive touch and the dark, coal-like aura that surrounded him. She took several steps back. “I am not an entertainer. That was rude of you.”

Jane intervened. “No, Tom. She is not one of your girls.”

John ran over to Isobel. “Who do you think you are, accosting young ladies off the coach?”

“I beg your pardon. How would you know?” Tom said. He tried to step around John. “I have a girl coming and I was told she was beautiful.” He twirled the end of his mustache while looking Isobel over. “And this one is beautiful. Must be her. Few pretty women come to Tin Creek.”

Jane held her arms out. “This is George’s daughter. Show some respect for once.”

Tom stepped back, eyes widening. “Oh, so this is George’s little girl. He said she couldn’t talk after her mother died.” Tom scratched his jaw and lifted one eyebrow. He held his hands out, showing his palms. “He sent you away. Why come back? Are you here to take the store once he’s dead?”

“I came to help my father,” Isobel said, grabbing her bag. She had a bad feeling about Tom and his odor. A cross of sour milk, sweat, and alcohol was making her sick. More dangerous people. Leaving her trunk still sitting in the dirt road behind the coach, she hastily headed back to the boardwalk. She needed a protection spell soon. How in the world did her mother live here?

Tom said, “You’ll make good money working for me. I’m much nicer than your cranky father, too.”

Jane replied with a sneer, “Both points are debatable.”

A black man came out of the livery and yelled, “Tom, leave those folks alone or we’ll have a talk.”

Tom stopped for a moment, looking at the man, and then headed back to the saloon. He looked over at Isobel and said, “You know where to find me if you have a change of heart. You can work there in a dusty, boring store or you can make a name for yourself while having the time of your life with me.” His smile made Isobel cringe.

A blond woman leaning in the saloon’s doorway yelled across the street, “You don’t want to work here! Tom is an awful boss, an awful man. I wished I didn’t work here.”

Tom ran over and grabbed the busty woman and shoved her in the saloon's door. “Get in there and shut up. Like I need any help from you.”

Isobel imagined a vine coming through the cracks of the boardwalk to trip Tom, allowing the woman to get away from him. But alas, she could do no harm. Her mouth turned down, and she forced a deep exhale.

Jane waved to the liveryman. “Thanks, Bernard. I guess he doesn’t want to have that talk.”

Bernard said, “I guess not. I would like to though. He needs it. Need any help?”

She shook her head. “All good.”

Bernard returned to the livery.

“I’ll help you get your things, Isobel.” John picked up her trunk and headed to the store. 

Isobel tried the door, but found it locked. 

John shouted to Jane. “The door’s locked. And who is that man? Where’s Jack?”

“Oh shoot! Let me get the key. It’s in the hotel. Be right back and fill you in.” Jane trotted into the hotel.

As John carried her trunk, Isobel marveled at his strength, her thoughts wandering to the growing connection between them. His defense against Tom’s advances had not gone unnoticed, and she felt a surge of gratitude. “Thank you for defending me,” she said. “Are things like this all the time here?”

John reassured her, setting down the trunk as they awaited Jane’s return with the key. “No,” he said. “Tin Creek is usually very quiet. There are good people here. I don’t know where that man came from. Jack was the owner when I was home last time. He would give the shirt off his back. Bernard is the man from the livery. Super nice and has a way with horses…and Tom.”

Isobel, standing beside John, felt a mix of apprehension and curiosity about her surroundings. The rawness of the West was both daunting and intriguing. As she took in the quiet streets of Tin Creek, she wondered how she would adapt to this new chapter of her life, far from the familiar comforts of Chicago.








  
  
Chapter Five




Isobel stepped back on the weathered boardwalk, her eyes surveying her father’s store. The facade, marred by peeling paint and cracked trim, spoke volumes of neglect. Two front windows, each divided into sixteen dusty panes, offered a murky view inside. The store, much like her father’s letters, painted a picture far removed from reality. It stood there, an unmissable eyesore amidst the modest buildings of Tin Creek. 

Jane reappeared, key in hand, interrupting Isobel’s inspection. “Now I can tell you about Jack,” she began, unlocking the stubborn door with a jangle of the skeleton key. “He traveled to Missoula to find saloon girls and never came back. Tom claimed he won the saloon in a poker game.” The rattling doorknob punctuated Jane’s words and creaking hinges as she nudged the door open.

John shook his head. “Doesn’t sound like Jack, does it?”

“No, it don’t. Nobody believes it.”

Isobel stepped inside, the stale air and dimness greeting her. The grimy windows filtered the scant light, casting long shadows across the cluttered interior. The store, like its exterior, was a testament to years of disregard. Isobel ran a finger along the dusty counter, leaving a clean streak in her wake. She sighed, envisioning the daunting task of breathing life back into this forgotten space.

Startled by the thud of the trunk hitting the floor, Isobel spun around.

Jane asked, “John, do you have time to take that upstairs before you head home?”

“Be glad to. Unless Isobel wants to carry it herself.” John winked at Isobel. She smiled weakly at John’s jest about her carrying the trunk, noticing the tension in the air that surrounded them. John and Jane’s yellow and green orbs, jittery and vibrant, made her wonder about their unspoken anxieties.

Isobel followed Jane to the staircase, its old wood groaning under their weight. Jane’s sudden pause caught her off guard.

“I have to tell you something first. And don’t hate me, okay?” The bouncing orbs around Jane were almost too distracting.

Isobel formed a steeple with her hands and pressed them to her lips. “It’s fine. I won’t be mad.”

“Good. So first, I wrote that letter to your uncle. Second, ah… I didn’t tell George.” Jane placed her hand on her hip and her other hand on the wall along the stairs. “He’s a cranky man, and being sick made him worse.” She looked at her feet. “I take a lot of crap from just trying to feed him. So don’t be scared if he yells. Won’t last long ‘cause he gets a coughing fit. So just warning ya.”

Isobel said, “I’m glad you wrote to my uncle and I’m sorry my father treats you so poorly.”

Jane turned back up the stairs and stopped again on the next step. “I hope you won’t be mad at me. Can’t have that. Just can’t.” 

Isobel smiled at Jane. “It’s fine. I won’t be mad.”

“Good. I’ve been sweating bullets over it.” Jane continued, steps creaking, to the door at the top of the stairs and opened it quietly.

The living quarters were even more dismal than the store below. Torn curtains, chipped dishware, and a pervasive musty odor painted a picture of utter desolation. Isobel’s heart sank at the sight, her mind racing with questions about her father’s lifestyle and the trust fund from Uncle Henry.

John set the trunk down and whispered to Isobel, “Is this okay? I’m going to head home now. I’ll come and visit you soon. Good luck.”

“Yes, and thank you.” John's discomfort was almost tangible, a cloud of nervous energy enveloping him. His departure left Isobel feeling alone in this foreign environment. 

Jane’s cautious approach to George’s bedroom was a forewarning of the confrontation to come. She whispered, “George, are you awake?”

George grumbled, “I am now. What do you want? Can’t a man die in peace?”

Isobel stepped closer to the door, but she could only see part of the bed.

Jane opened the door all the way. “You are going to be so surprised. You have a visitor all the way from Chicago.” She sounded upbeat, but with caution in her voice. 

The orbs became darker and circled Jane’s neck, compelling Isobel to place her hand on Jane’s arm to comfort her.

“Who the hell would come see me on my deathbed? Nobody comes when I’m well. Must want all this wealth.”

“George, Isobel is here!” Jane announced with a forced cheerfulness.

“No, no, no. I don’t want her here.” George coughed. “She’s like her mother.” He struggled to get on one elbow and leaned over to glare at Isobel. 

To Isobel’s surprised, he had blond hair whereas her Uncle Henry had reddish brown hair like her own. His appearance, unkempt and aged beyond his years, was a stark contrast to his older brother, whether by illness, a harsher life, or both.

Isobel said, “Father, I’m here to help you.” She tried to keep her bearings. Her own father had black oozing from his body with sharp red daggers shooting out towards her. It was not the reunion she played in her head during her travels. Ignoring her instinct to retreat, she mustered the courage to approach his bed.

“Get out. I sent you away for a reason.” George’s coughing shook the bed. “You’re not my daughter. Get back on the stagecoach and go.”

“Father, please. I came to take care of you until you’re better.” Isobel kneeled beside him. She tried to hold his hand, but he pulled away. “Would you like some tea?”

“I don’t…” He coughed up some blood into an already bloody handkerchief. “want your tea.”

Jane brought a tablespoon of dark syrup. “Time for the doctor’s tonic to settle your cough. You don’t want to cough up any more blood.”

George opened his mouth and took the medicine. Jane took out a fresh handkerchief from her pocket and handed it to him, taking the bloody one.

Retreating from the bedroom, tears brimmed in Isobel’s eyes. Rejected by her own father, compounded by his acceptance of Jane’s care, was a harsh blow. She resolved to face the challenge, her determination steeling her against the pain of his words.

Jane went over, gave Isobel a hug, and led her out of the bedroom. She whispered, “It’s going to be okay. He is a grouchy man who is deathly ill with consumption. Men are the worst when they’re sick. Just big babies. I’m sure it will take a couple of days and he will be thankful you came.”

“I hope you’re right.” Isobel pointed to a closed door. “Is that another bedroom?”

Jane said, “That’s your old room. The bed is small, but I guess it will work for now. If not, we’ll round up another bed somewheres.”

Isobel smiled. “Thank you for your kindness.”

“I don’t know if it is kindness to bring you here, but it is the last chance you get to see your pa.” Jane crossed her arms and cocked her head. “Do you want something to eat? I can fix you something. We have a dining room. If you ever want to eat, you just come on over.” 

“Jane, get her out of here now!” George said.

Isobel frowned while staring at George’s bedroom door. “I am hungry. And this place is a little depressing.”

“Let’s go, then. You’ll eat some grub and feel better about everything.” Jane looked around. “The place needs a woman’s touch. I think he threw everything away after your mother died. I was told he was a little crazy then.” Jane chuckled. “He says your mother was a witch, a real one.”

Isobel smiled. If she only knew, she was standing next to one. So George had discovered her mother’s secret gifts, like her Aunt Stella had feared.

Stepping out of the dreary store and into the fading light of Tin Creek, Isobel felt the weight of her new reality settling upon her. The challenges of adjusting to life in this rugged town, of dealing with a father who was a stranger to her, loomed large. Yet, within her, a spark of resolve flickered, ready to face whatever Tin Creek had in store.


      [image: ]Tom, his face contorted in anger and frustration, dragged Shelley through the saloon. His rough grip tightened as they passed the bar to the left, where the usual clamor of clinking glasses and rowdy banter hushed. Shelley resisted, her protests echoing through the room. “Damn you! Interfering in my business in front of the entire town. I want that girl in my establishment. I require that girl because you are worthless. Can’t make any money with a yammering biddy like you, can I?”

As the scene unfolded, the rest of the saloon's inhabitants ceased their activities and stared with a mix of curiosity and unease.

While struggling against Tom's grip, Shelley hissed, “Damn you, Tom! Why would a girl like that even want to be near you? You reek like cat piss and skunk mist. You’re unbearable, a complete windbag!”

Reaching the top of the stairs, Shelley wrenched herself free from Tom’s iron grip. To reassert his dominance, Tom seized the neckline of her dress, tearing it. Shelley, mortified, pulled at the tattered fabric to cover herself, her back turned to the watching crowd below as tears welled in her eyes.

“I hate you, Tom. I hate being here,” she sobbed. “You’ve ruined Jack’s place. All the good customers go to Marisol’s now. How am I supposed to make money?”

Tom, his face flushed red, shouted back, his words echoing off the walls, “I know I told all of you’ns not to utter that name. This is my saloon, fair and square.”

Shelley yelled, “Look at this place! Two customers! Two!”

Tom’s anger boiled over as he spat out his retort. “I don’t see you entertaining them. You should be there sitting on one of um’s lap and giggling your tits for the other one instead of having a conniption.” He could feel his control slipping away, a familiar rage consuming him. “That’s how you keep customers and make money, you dumb wench. I’m not even a painted lady, and I can do it better than you. What, I have to send you to Calico Queen school now?”

“Shut up!” Shelley, turning away, was met with Tom’s unrelenting grip. 

He shook her. “Stay out of my face today, Shelley. Don’t push me.”

“Yeah, what are you going to do? I’m not afraid of you! You’re just a windbag who thinks he’s the biggest toad in the puddle. You never shut up.” Shelley attempted to tug from Tom’s grip while holding her top. “On and on about nothing. You think you are so important, but you’re just a nobody like us. That’s how we all ended up here.” 

Tom, his anger reaching a boiling point, acted without thinking. In a fit of blind fury, he pushed Shelley. The banister broke, and she fell off the balcony. As she plummeted, his heart raced with a toxic mix of triumph and dread. “Let’s see you talk back now,” he muttered under his breath.

The saloon fell silent except for Shelley’s scream, the patrons’ expressions a mix of shock and disbelief. Tom stood at the balcony, his chest heaving, the gravity of his actions dawning on him. 

The other saloon girls who stayed out of the way upstairs screamed. The customer sitting below ran as Shelley hit the table he was at, breaking it in half, her head striking the back of a chair, splintering it. One of the broken legs impaled itself into the wall. Blood flowed out of Shelley’s contorted body, a haunting testament to Tom’s unbridled wrath.

No one moved. They stared at Tom, who was looking down calmly with his hands resting on the unbroken part of the balcony railing. “Well, someone get that cleaned up. Girls, in your rooms.” He turned and came downstairs nonchalantly.

“Shit! What are we gonna do now?” Walter, an older man who worked at the saloon, asked Matt, the bartender, behind the bar.

“I don’t know. I’ve never had to clean up after a killing. A bar fight, ya but, but never a killing. We gotta do what the boss says.” Matt started grabbing rags while Walter grabbed the mop. “Al, are you going to help or just stand there?” 

“I guess I might just stand here and watch.” Al chuckled. 

Walter mopped on one side of Shelley. 

Matt was on his knees on the other side, his rags soaked. “Why don’t we take her body into the storeroom until we figure out what to do with her? That way, we can clean up the rest of the blood. Don’t want anybody coming in asking questions.” 

Tom blocked the two customers trying to sneak out. “If you know what’s good for you, you won’t say a word about what you just saw to no one. I won’t take too kindly to talk. You don’t want to cross me. And the next time you come in, it’ll be free drinks for ya.”

One customer said, “Oh, no. I don’t want you mad at me. No way.”

Tom stepped aside and watched them leave. He gestured to Walter and Matt. “You’re gonna dig a hole right out the back door and shove her in it tonight when it’s too dark for anyone to see what you’re doing.”

Walter tipped his head and mumbled, “I didn’t sign up for this. I didn’t want to see no more blood after the war.”

Tom said, “What did you say? Do you have problems with how I run this place? You want to join Shelley? Maybe Al can take care of your problems. He don’t like you, you know?”
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