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Chapter One

Dakota Territory - June, 1882

MARSHALL SAT ON ONE OF TWO MISMATCHED CHAIRS IN the little soddy where we would spend this night, a dishtowel wrapped around his neck as I shaved away his thick beard. I worked with deliberate care by the light of a single lantern, using a straight-edge razor; he rested his hands around the curve of my hips, watching me as I worked. Despite the fact that I was naked from the waist up, wearing nothing but one of my old underskirts, a well-worn garment once white and now the color of faded daisies, he could not take his eyes from mine.

“Your face,” he breathed, trying not to move his jaw until I lifted the razor to swish it through a small bowl of warm water. “I dreamed of your face every night. Your eyes and the shape of your mouth, and the way your forehead crinkles when you’re thinking hard.” He added, “Your smile,” as I did smile, stroking my bare belly with his thumbs. “And the sweet little freckles on your nose and the way you blush when I compliment you. I feel like I haven’t stopped dreaming.”

I shook my head at his adoring words, cupping his chin. I had successfully shaved half of his face and admonished in a whisper, “You hold still.”

“I mean it,” he insisted. “Do you know how many nights I lay awake longing for you until I thought I would die? And now you’re here with me. I’m afraid to wake up.”

I leaned closer and licked his nose. He snorted a laugh and for a second it was as though no time had passed since our first date way back in 2013, when I’d done the same thing. I muttered, “Don’t make me flick you.”

He smiled, though tears wet his gray eyes. “Angel, you can do anything you want to me. As long as you’re here. Just stay with me. Be close to me. That’s all I will ask of this life, ever again.”

I leaned to kiss nose this time, then his lips, thinking of Miles, who – had fate taken a sharply different turn – might very well be my husband on this muggy June night in what would one day become South Dakota. The thought of Miles Rawley was a wound in my innermost heart which would never altogether heal. Miles had loved me and he’d been killed before my eyes; before he died I’d told him I loved him, and this remained true. I loved him because he shared a soul with Marshall; Miles had been Marshall in this place. Marshall and I were the ones displaced here in the nineteenth century. My thoughts of Miles tangled into my love for Marshall, one inextricable from the other; I had no doubt Miles’s soul was right here in front of me, fulfilling his promise to find me again. I studied my man’s familiar eyes, the long-lashed, smoldering sensuality of them, and whispered, “You.”

Marshall understood with no additional explanation; he whispered, “I can’t be away from you. I won’t be, until I die and death separates us.”

“I know,” I murmured, tenderly stroking his hair. “I know, love. And even then I’ll find you, I promise.”

“After I die?” he whispered, tightening his grasp on my hips.

We were both exhausted from days of strenuous travel, riding under the grim cloak of constant worry that Fallon Yancy would find us as we slept; only compounding this daily stress was the fact that I’d divulged the truth about Fallon’s role in Marshall’s mother’s death and his subsequent agonized fury had been titanic, held since only tentatively in check. Further, the pain of our separation, what we’d endured apart from each other, remained at the forefront of both our thoughts. I couldn’t bear to think of a time when Marshall would die, even if that time was far in the future, many years from this moment. I stroked the unshaven side of his jaw and whispered, “Let me finish up and then I believe we have a dinner date at the main house.”

Marshall gathered my hand and kissed my knuckles. As he settled back against the chair he spoke with his usual wry humor. “I hope you like gray hair, angel. I’ve gotten used to it now but I must look different to you.”

His hair had grown out past his shoulders, a wavy and snarled mess I’d only just combed through, and remained predominantly the rich, glossy brown of polished walnut; the few silver threads lent him a maturity at which I marveled – all traces of boyishness having vanished since we’d last been together, back in Jalesville in 2014.

“Marsh,” I scolded. “Even if you had no hair, or if it was completely gray, you could never look anything but wonderful to me.” I felt a crooked, teasing smile pull at my mouth. “As wonderful as a double vanilla latte and a stack of peanut butter cups, seriously.”

He released a soft breath, with a hint of his grin. “That good, huh? Oh God, angel, I felt so old last winter. Way down deep in my bones, I felt old. But now that you’re here I feel restored.”

I ran my fingers through his hair. “Besides, the silver is sexy.”

He lowered his dark eyebrows, regarding me with the skeptical look I remembered well.

“I mean it,” I insisted. “It’s sexy and distinguished. And with this Civil War-style beard shaved away, you look more like yourself already.”

“I still can’t get over that we’re here, in 1882. You know how many people alive today actually fought in the Civil War?”

“I know,” I whispered, dunking the shaving brush in the soap and applying it to the right half of his beard, creating a thin layer of foam. I wiped the razor on the towel and began scraping away the thick stubble, starting at the top and pulling downward with small, delicate motions. “I wish I had a can of shave gel, honey, it would be so much easier on your face. But I want you to leave the rest of your hair longer, like it is.” I looked up from my focus on the lower half of his face. “You know how much I love your hair.”

His eyes caught fire. “I do.”

I’ll hurry, I replied with no words, anticipation spiking through my veins.

Marshall shifted the heat of his concentration lower on my body, gliding both hands upward, brushing his thumbs over my nipples, cradling the fullness of my breasts against his broad palms. I wrapped the towel around his jaws, patting away any last stray hairs, feeling the warmth of him beneath the damp cloth. His gaze was steady in its regard, leaving no doubt in my mind what he wanted us to do in short order; dinner in the main house would have to wait. I lifted the towel away and my heart thrashed at the sight of his clean-shaven face. My knees began to tremble as he slipped the underskirt from my otherwise naked body with a slow, caressing motion; it became a soft puddle of linen at my ankles.

“Come here,” he murmured, drawing me forward by the waist, pressing a kiss between my breasts before opening his lips over a nipple. I threw aside the damp towel and dug my fingers in his hair, intending to clutch him to me this way forever. His questing tongue sent heated pleasure straight down the backs of my legs and outward to my fingertips. Teasing my breast with the soft heat of the words, he whispered, “You taste so good…”

“Don’t stop,” I begged, head hanging back. “Oh, Marshall…don’t stop. I can feel that all the way between my legs…”

“I won’t stop,” he promised, as he had long ago, in our old lives. “Not ever, angel.”

He rose and gathered me close; my breasts came up against the hair on his chest, and the lean, hard muscles beneath. I shifted my shoulders, delighting in the textures of his naked body. Marshall moved with purpose, parting my lips with his kiss, carrying me straight to the bed – a feather tick spread over a frame of woven ropes scarcely large enough for an adult – where he deposited me onto my back.

“More,” I whispered, rising to my elbows as he knelt between my legs.

He grinned, his freshly-shaved face so familiar, so handsome and sexy and full of wanting as he eased my thighs farther apart and pressed his chest hair at their juncture, rubbing with a slow, sensual motion. My body pulsed in response.

“You feel so good,” he breathed, licking the inner curve of my knees, one after the other. “The softness of your skin, the wet, sweet silk between your legs. Oh God, my angel-woman. You are so much more than I deserve…”

“Don’t say that,” I whispered, each breath becoming a moaning gasp.

“I mean to bring you joy.” He shifted to bracket my hips, kissing a path ever higher.

“Yes.” My voice was hoarse, neck arched against the rumpled quilt as he traced the flesh between my legs with both his tongue and his long and knowing fingers. “You bring me so much joy, Marsh…oh God…”

He spoke with impassioned reverence, his husky voice at my ear. “You are so beautiful it hurts, angel. I couldn’t write a song to do justice to you. You can’t know how much it means to touch you, when I thought I would never be given this privilege again.”

My hands were all over him, seeking and grasping. “You’re so hard, let me taste you…”

He rolled us to the side, ropes creaking, and I latched to his chest, kissing his collarbones, his sternum, licking a hot trail down his lean belly. He had already come a little; I could taste it as I swept my tongue in voluptuous circles. His fingers dug into my loose curls as I drew him deeply down my throat.

“C’mere,” he groaned, taking me beneath him with one fluid motion. His desire was so very magnificent – intense, almost predatory, wide shoulders gleaming with sweat, hair hanging down his neck – I moaned, biting his chin, urging with my hips. Resting his forehead to mine, pulse visibly pounding at his throat, he whispered, “Before I lose…all control.”

I murmured, with a gasp of fulfillment, “I like when you come in my mouth.”

Marshall uttered a low laugh, his engorged length buried deep, shuddering at the pleasure of our joined bodies. His eyes crinkled at the corners as he grinned. “But nothing beats this spot, angel.”



Chapter Two

Dakota Territory - June, 1882

DAWN FOUND US CURLED TOGETHER ON THE ROPE BED; we’d missed last night’s dinner and were well on the way to missing this morning’s breakfast, but I didn’t care. Marshall was snoring, one arm tucked under his head, the other slung over my waist, just like it had always been back in our cozy apartment in Jalesville. I lay still, reveling in the moment, the gift of waking up beside him; if I squinted, hazing my vision, I could almost believe we were home. I could picture the little town in the Montana foothills with vivid clarity – I knew Jalesville still existed, just as Marshall and I remembered it – and that the Rawleys, Tish and Case, and my family in Landon were all there in the future, awaiting our return.

I found Marshall. I sent this thought to my sisters and Aunt Jilly, for at least the hundredth time; if anyone was capable of hearing me through the long, echoing corridors of time it was them. We found each other and even if we never make it back to you, I am so happy. Please know this. I miss you all so much, but I have Marshall. I have him and I could not ask for more.

I turned, with care, to watch him as he slept, rising to an elbow, tenderness and passion beating at my heart. I studied the face that meant more to me than any other, through all of time; I understood this fully now. Dark shadows of strain remained beneath his eyes but I would do everything in my power to erase those. His sensual mouth was relaxed with sleep, charcoal-black lashes fanned upon his angular cheekbones and the crease of worry at the bridge of his nose now invisible; his breathing was deep and even. I saw the pulse at the base of his throat where I’d first tasted his skin; the long nose that dominated his handsome face. His dark hair was spread over the pillow, streaked with silver. I couldn’t have imagined being more attracted to him, and yet here I found myself.

I trailed my fingertips along the skin between my legs, dewy from last night’s wealth of lovemaking. And then, as suddenly as an unexpected gunshot, Marshall awoke with a muffled cry, jerking to one elbow, eyes wild and frightened.

“I’m here,” I said at once, wrapping him in my arms and burrowing close; this was not the first time he’d woken in a panic and I knew what was wrong. He pressed his face to my hair, breathing raggedly, fingers spread wide on my back, as if attempting to contain gushing blood. I latched a leg over his hips and tightened my hold. “I’m here, sweetheart, right here.”

“I dreamed I woke up and you were gone.” His voice was hoarse. His heart would not slow its pace and concern scalded me.

“Honey,” I murmured, and did not release him until his heartbeat had steadied and sunlight stretched across the floor of the little cabin, warming the space with the first light of day. Our naked bodies meshed as seamlessly as rain-soaked leaves; there was no way to tell where I ended and he began.

“I will never let you go again, angel, not ever. I swear this to you.”

“I know,” I whispered, shifting position so I could see his eyes; they remained tortured and I longed to banish that expression, forever. Though nearly two weeks had passed since we’d found each other here in 1882, I still battled the aching memories our time apart. We’d talked without end since the evening when Cole and Patricia’s son was born on the prairie following our escape from the Immaculate Heart of Mary, the convent where we’d been stashed by Dredd Yancy – and though I’d told Marshall in no uncertain terms I forgave him for the fight we’d had that winter night in February of 2014, and that none of this was his fault, he still blamed himself, unequivocally.

“I thought you’d been in a car accident,” he had told me on the second night of our journey west, as we lay tangled together in our blankets near the fire. “I was sick with fear, Ruthie. I can only speak about it because I have my arms around you. I stayed at Dad’s house after you left, tossing and turning in my old bed, picturing you driving to Minnesota. I tried calling you just before dawn. I was already in misery but it wasn’t until midday that I started getting sick with fear. At first I thought you weren’t answering because you were so angry. I went back to our apartment and realized you hadn’t packed anything, and I felt like such shit. I figured you were in Landon telling them what an asshole I was…” His throat closed off; he cleared it before continuing. “By then I felt like such a fucking jerk I avoided calling you for about an hour, because I was terrified. I was so sure you’d tell me that was it, you planned to stay in Minnesota and you’d mail me your ring…”

“I’m so sorry, love,” I whispered, my chin on his chest as he laid waste to the terrible memories.

“You have nothing to be sorry for, angel. By that afternoon I’d changed tactics and called your phone at least fifty times. And then I finally pulled myself together enough to call Shore Leave…”

“And of course I wasn’t there,” I finished, cringing at the thought of my family’s pain; to this day they didn’t know if I was alive or dead. “They must be so scared, Marsh. If time moves along there at the same pace as here with us, we’ve been gone so long…”

“I don’t know if it does. I left 2014 within twenty-four hours of you, but I arrived here months later. Go figure.”

“I had to arrive earlier and maybe somehow that factors into it. I don’t know for sure, but think about it. If I’d arrived later than in time than I did, Jacob might already have been born and Celia would have sent him east. He’d be…” I gulped, unable to speak the word.

“Lost,” Marshall concluded softly. “He’d be gone. My family would never have existed.”

“Right,” I whispered. “So maybe when we get back home, hardly any time will have passed at all.” Or time might have flown; it could be decades later. There was no way to know.

“Tish and Case know where we are, or at least as best as they can approximate,” Marshall continued, tightening his hold, sensing the restless fear surfacing under my skin. “I was in a panic but I stopped at their trailer first to tell them what I intended. I didn’t prepare near as well as I should have, I just knew I had to move fast. I tried to bring Arrow, I was riding him when I disappeared…”

“And he couldn’t cross the time barrier, or whatever the hell it is, because he’s something living that isn’t capable.” We had spent many an hour pondering this conundrum, using our limited theories. “You and I are capable of crossing that barrier, but Tish and Case aren’t.” I closed my eyes, attempting to reconcile Tish, my sister, with the Patricia I knew and loved here in 1882; sometimes I could not separate their faces.

“That makes sense,” Marshall mused, kissing my shoulder. He had glanced toward Axton, whose back was to us as he slept on the opposite side of the banked fire. Both of us loved Axton Douglas as dearly as we loved our own brothers, Axton who had risked everything to save Patricia and me, with nothing to gain for himself; he’d done so because he loved me and was in love with Patricia, desperately so.

“How long will Tish and Case wait before telling everyone where we are?” I asked. Our families were loving and kind and unfailingly open-minded, but I struggled to believe they could accept such a farfetched explanation for our disappearance. “What did Tish say before you left?”

“She’d guessed where you went. State patrol had found your car off the interstate and the driver’s side seatbelt was still fastened but there was no sign of you. I went to their trailer right away to get the letters. I told Tish I’d find you or I’d die trying.” He kissed my forehead, bracketing the back of my head with one hand. “Tish understood I had to go alone, that she wasn’t able to. I said I figured we’d be back within a week, go figure. If not, I asked them to tell Dad and my brothers. And Tish said she would tell your family.”

I thought of Mom, Camille and Mathias, Aunt Jilly and Uncle Justin and Clint, Grandma and Aunt Ellen. Of my stepdad, Blythe, and my half-brothers, Matthew and Nathaniel, of all my sweet nieces and nephews, and Dodge and Rich; my entire family in Minnesota attempting to accept such a preposterous story – even one delivered by Tish, a lawyer with a decided ability to refrain from sentimentality. How could they begin to understand, let alone accept, the truth?

Now our journey to Howardsville, a small town deep in Montana Territory, was but a few days from completion; Marshall, Axton, and I had spent the night at the hospitality of a rancher Ax knew peripherally; he’d stayed in the main house with the family, while Marshall and I had been allowed the delectable privacy of their old shanty cabin – or ‘soddy,’ as they called it – a small dirt-block structure about fifty paces away. I leaned to kiss him in the morning light; he made a soft, throaty sound and my heart jolted with love and the desire to sweep away all lingering agony, to fill him with only joy from this moment forth. “Good morning.”

He released a slow breath through his nostrils, having regained control, and a smile lit his eyes before moving to his lips. “Morning, angel. Do you think everyone will be mad that we missed dinner?” I stretched, deliciously lazy, luxuriating in being tucked within an actual bed after weeks of making do on the unforgiving ground. The ropes beneath us were sagging this morning and I giggled, bouncing my hips. “We might be in trouble for more than one reason.”

“I’ll take all the blame, it was worth it to make love to you in a real bed. It’s so goddamn hard to be quiet for Axton’s sake,” Marshall said, venting even as he rolled me under his warm nude body, nuzzling my neck, running his palms along my ribcage, on either side. “I don’t mind him traveling with us, I actually really enjoy his company, but still…”

“I know,” I murmured, clutching the lean muscles of his ass with both hands, making a cradle of my hips. “I don’t want to offend him…oh God, Marsh…”

“You’re so wet,” he breathed, eyelids lowering in pleasure, grasping the thick horizontal wooden pole that made up the headboard, forearms braced on either side of my head. “Aw, Jesus, love, this is such a beautiful way to start the day…”

“You feel so good…stay still for just a second…”

He obeyed at once, holding himself deep, as I shuddered and came in a rush, overwhelmed by the solid length, hard as a fence post, filling my body. He grinned in satisfaction, licking my chin, biting my neck as he murmured, “There’s plenty more where that came from.”

I writhed beneath him, begging with inarticulate sounds as he took up a steady rhythm, his lips brushing mine. “That’s it, angel, come again. Come all over me, sweetheart, I love it.”

“Yes,” I moaned, reveling in the beauty, the strength, of the connection we shared. I had never known myself capable of such feelings, those Marshall inspired within me; not just the intensity of the physical, but beyond. No one had ever truly seen me the way Marshall did, and in seeing, understood me. There was nothing to hide, no secrets between us, nothing held back.

I was open to him, in every sense of the word – he was the love of my lifetimes and the thought of being severed from him was one of primal despair. And so I refused to think of it, instead exulting in the here and now where we were alive together, and in the singular intimacy of the knowledge of him that I alone owned – the salty taste of his sweating skin, the sleek interior of his mouth; the way his tongue circled mine with each new kiss. The way he buried his nose in my curls and sometimes quietly sang lines of our favorite songs; the sound of his release, a low, shuddering groan which inspired hot, jetting aftershocks in my body. The scent of him that lingered on my skin long after we’d made love.

Later, sweating, our bodies interwoven, he muttered, “Damnation, woman.”

I giggled, despite my increasing guilt; I knew we needed to get our asses moving and make an appearance at the main house by lunchtime. The concept of sleeping in was a foreign one to most people in the nineteenth century; their days followed the sun’s path in a wholly different way. The ‘night shift’ in this century was reserved for the women I’d known at Rilla Jaymes’s saloon in Howardsville, prostitutes who serviced the railroad workers and miners, or any paying customer who came a-calling; most everyone else, even those who spent the night enjoying whiskey and women in the saloons, were required to rise with the dawn to accomplish a full day’s work. The idea of dozing until the noon hour or spending the morning in bed – let alone in blissful lovemaking – spoke of unimaginable indulgence here.

“I’m surprised Ax hasn’t come to roust us,” I murmured, rolling to sit up, scraping snarled hair from my face, wishing we could spend the entire day right here.

“He’s too polite,” Marshall countered, heaving to a sitting position with a muted growl, cupping my breasts and lightly jiggling them, making me giggle. I swiped at his teasing hands, ready to emerge from bed when I was caught by surprise at the sudden and marked change of expression on his face. He fell still, spreading his long fingers and slowly lifting my breasts as if determining which might weigh more, the way you would in a grocery store with two melons. His gaze became fixed and intent, mouth somber and brows knitted.

I cried, “What is it?”

“Oh, Ruthie,” he murmured, in a much-subdued tone. “Oh, sweetheart.”

“What?” I yelped, truly terrified now.

His serious eyes flashed to mine, and yet – I was not mistaking it – there was within them a growing hint of exhilaration. He rested his touch on my knees, thumbs making slow circles. “When was your last period?”

If he’d produced a ten-pound hammer and clocked my temple, I could not have been more stunned. My thoughts scattered like thrown sand, streaking through the thousand things I’d been too distracted to realize, even the glaringly obvious – like the fact that my period was overdue.

I started trembling and clutched his shoulders, my nose at his collarbones. I gathered my wits and whispered, “Well over a month ago.”

“Oh my God, angel, oh holy shit.” But his voice was distinctly excited and gaining steam. “I thought I was imagining that your breasts seemed fuller than normal and then it struck me. I can’t believe I didn’t realize sooner. What did we expect? We never miss a night!” He paused for breath before whispering, with pure reverence, “A baby. You’re carrying our baby.”

“Our baby,” I repeated, sudden fear clogging my throat – the nineteenth century had never before seemed as dangerous, dirty, or full of hazard. How could I bring a baby into this place?

“A boy.” Marshall’s voice rang with certainty and tears streaked sideways over my face, wetting his chest. “Rawleys make boys.”

“That’s what I’ve heard,” I managed to whisper.

“I miss Dad and my brothers more right now than I’ve missed them since I’ve been here, and that’s saying a lot.” Marshall was all choked up. “I want to tell them so bad. I want them to know.”

I rose to my knees and cupped his jaws, almost tumbling from the sagging bed. Marshall gripped my waist. We were each tearful, sweaty from the exertion of the previous hour; and then, despite everything, I couldn’t help but laugh.

“They would be so happy,” I agreed, as he kissed away my tears. “I’m not sad, honey, I’m just in stun…”

“We should have known, we haven’t been using a bit of protection. Talk about irresponsible.” He bent down to stomach level and kissed my navel. “I know it’s not an excuse to say we’ve been distracted, but still. I can’t think fast enough, sweetheart. What about prenatal vitamins? Oh God, you better not ride Blade anymore. Can we keep traveling? What about the bumps on the trail? And calcium, are you getting enough calcium? Oh, Jesus…”

He was on the verge of panicking and there was a knock on the door; seconds later Axton called, “Marsh, Ruthie! You two awake?”

“We’ll be right out, Ax!” I turned back to Marshall, threading my arms around his neck. “Honey. Hey. We have to take this one day at a time. There’s no other way. I can still travel. I’m just fine. People have babies here all the time.”

And die grisly deaths in childbirth, I thought immediately, not about to give voice to the inadvertent realization. But the notion clung, all the same. I thought of the long-ago night Marshall and I had discussed the probability of past lives, and my hypothetical example had been along the lines of, What if I died early and you lived to the end of your natural life? Marshall had been so upset over this example he’d made me knock on wood, just in case.

Marshall nodded, resting his forehead to mine. Back home, in Jalesville what seemed like a thousand years ago, we’d hoped to have our first baby by the Christmas of 2014. We speculated constantly about what had taken place there in the future, in our real lives – the lives we intended to reclaim, if return was possible. We assumed it was not currently possible to return, at least not until we’d determined why we were here in 1882 instead of our original timeline. Had Derrick Yancy been successful in proving ownership of Clark’s land? Had his claims been justifiable?

As of this moment, June 1882, Thomas Yancy was still alive, not shot in the back and killed by Cole Spicer, as Derrick had once alleged; perhaps Marshall and I were meant to prevent that death. We already knew our presence ensured the survival of Miles Rawley’s son, Jacob, a child he’d fathered with a prostitute named Celia Baker. The baby had not been sent east, as Celia originally intended, and had instead claimed his rightful place as a member of the Rawley family here in the nineteenth century. We believed the boy was meant to carry on the line of descendants which would one day lead to Marshall’s family in 2014. If I hadn’t arrived in 1881, prior to the boy’s birth, Marshall may very well never have existed at all.

It was enough to make my blood freeze; Marshall and I tried our best to take things one catastrophe at a time.

“Can we tell Ax?” Marshall asked, with giddy delight.

I nodded and he planted an exuberant kiss on my lips. We dressed in a hurry and found Axton waiting in the sunshine, leaning against the side of the soddy when we emerged from it, ducking to fit under the doorway. Axton grinned at the sight of us and I threw myself into his arms, squeezing hard; I wished I could give him what he wanted more than all else in life, which was Patricia’s undying love. The most wrenching part of it was that Patricia did love Ax, which he and I both knew – but the father of her child was one Cole Spicer.

I prayed that Cole, Patricia, and their son, in the company of Malcolm Carter, had reached northern Minnesota by now. When we parted ways, roughly two weeks ago, they were bound for the place where, one day, my own family would found and build the Shore Leave Cafe; just now, in 1882, the Davises were only newly established in Landon. The cafe itself, constructed on the banks of Flickertail Lake, would not exist until the 1930s. The simple remembrance of the familiar lake, and my family’s home there, inspired homesickness on a level I could only compare to dozens of tiny blades jammed between my ribs.

Axton laughed at my enthusiastic hug, rocking me side to side. “Well good morning to you too, Ruthie.”

“Guess what?” I demanded, drawing back and regarding his familiar face, so dear and handsome, the deep tan of his skin a striking contrast to the clear, dark green of his eyes. He was kind and true, earnest and sincere, a wonderful man I would handpick for any of my sisters. His ruddy brows lifted at my happy tone.

Marshall roughed up Axton’s curly hair. “Ruthie and I have some good news this morning.”

We trusted Axton implicitly; he was one of a very few who knew the truth about Marshall and I being displaced in time. What we hadn’t yet discussed with him was our desire to leave this place, ideally forever, and return home. I dreaded the conversation; the thought of leaving behind the people I’d come to know and love in 1882 filled me with increasing distress. I was dying to get to Montana Territory to see Birdie and Grant Rawley, Celia Baker and baby Jacob. My hands ached to hold Miles’s son, to hug him and observe with my own eyes that he was healthy and thriving. Knowing this would take some of the sting out of saying good-bye.

“What’s that?” Axton prompted.

Marshall winked, allowing me the floor, so to speak.

“We’re having a baby!”

Axton’s lips dropped open. “Aw, that’s wonderful!” He hugged Marshall next, and then said, with typical nineteenth-century practicality, “Well, we best find you two a preacher all that much sooner.”



Chapter Three

Montana Territory - June, 1882

WE ARRIVED AT THE RAWLEYS’ HOMESTEAD LATE THE next afternoon, the place where one day, many decades from now, Marshall’s parents, Clark and Faye, would build a new house and raise five boys. It was a distinctly incredible and unsettling experience to be here in another century – existing within the same geographical space, the same foothills in the foreground and hazy blue mountain peaks in the distance, but the house Marshall and I knew so well, the steel-pole barn and the corral and the stone fire pit around which we’d sat and roasted marshmallows and sang late into so many nights, all absent.

It seemed that at any second Clark, or Sean or Quinn or Wy, or the horses we had known and loved in a different century, like Banjo and Arrow, would come loping around the corner of the barn. Perhaps most astonishing of all was to observe the essence of Marshall’s family upon the faces of those here in 1882. Both of us struggled not to refer to Grant as ‘Garth,’ or Birdie as ‘Becky.’ I’d already called Axton ‘Case’ on more than one instance during our journey northwest.

“Oh, Ruthie, I’ve missed you every day you were away. We prayed for your safe return every night, without fail. This past winter proved longer than any I’ve ever known,” Birdie said, all of us gathered about the outdoor hearth for a homecoming celebration that night, the men drinking whiskey and the kids crawling all over our laps. I had scarcely released my hold on Miles’s nine-month-old son.

Celia, his mother and my dear friend, sat on my other side, smiling as she watched me feather Jacob’s dark hair and study his eyes, long-lashed and deep gray in color, just like Celia’s – and Marshall’s; I’d finally discovered the ancestor who’d gifted Marshall with his beautiful eyes. When we’d arrived, Celia enveloped me in her warm embrace, both of us crying; she’d whispered in my ear, “Thank you for stopping me from sending him away, dear Ruth. I don’t know what I would do without my boy.”

“I’m so glad to be back,” I told Birdie, leaning to rest my cheek on her upper arm.

“And your Marshall has finally found you.” Celia nodded in his direction, her voice warm with satisfaction. “His resemblance to Miles is right uncanny, straight down to the way he moves. I’ll tell you, sweet Ruth, that there man was fit to be tied when he couldn’t go after you last year. Winter had set in, you see. He was near feral. A Rawley through and through.”

Marsh sat between Grant and Axton on the opposite side of the fire, the three of them chatting with ease; the bond forged between Grant and Marshall last year, when Marsh spent the winter here, was undeniably strong, and Marshall clearly reminded Grant of his younger brother, Miles, who had died in this very house a year ago. In addition to Ax, Grant and Birdie rounded out the small group of those who knew the truth. I wasn’t sure if they fully believed the story – and who could blame them – but they accepted it, and us, for which I was grateful beyond measure. They were careful not to ask too many questions; among our many fears, Marshall and I were afraid we’d already caused too much damage to the timeline, which, in books, film, and television – our only basis for comparison – always seemed irreparably fragile, like damp tissue paper.

I’d visited Miles’s grave earlier this afternoon, not long after our arrival; Grant and Birdie had buried him beneath a towering willow tree growing on the banks of the little spring-fed creek which ran through their property; the turned earth was marked with a handmade wooden cross until a proper headstone could be erected.

“Do you want to be alone?” Marshall had asked as we walked out past the house to Miles’s resting place. We stood perhaps a dozen yards distant and I could see the silhouette of the cross against the gold dust of late-afternoon sunglow. Behind us, on the other side of a low rise in the foothills, the steep roofline of Grant and Birdie’s house was just visible.

“Just for a minute,” I whispered, already burning with unshed tears, and he nodded his understanding acceptance of my need to visit Miles with no one else present. As I knelt at the grave, I wished for a bundle of roses to place at the base of the cross. I touched Miles’s name, tracing the letters carved into the wood by Grant’s hand: Miles William Rawley, beloved brother, 1857 – 1881. I struggled with the knowledge that Miles had been only twenty-four years old; his inherently somber nature always made him seem older.

“Miles,” I whispered, aching with sorrow, resting my hands flat on the earth beneath which he lay, the man who’d loved me with all his heart and whose death I’d been unable to prevent. I’d loved him – I was honest enough to admit this – even though I relentlessly avoided the thought of what might have happened had Miles lived to become my husband. I consented to marry him last autumn, before I’d regained the memories of who I really was, only to have Marshall appear seeking me here in 1882. I knew, without a doubt, I would have gone to Marshall no matter what the circumstances – but what if I’d already been expecting Miles’s baby at that point? What would have been, then?

It was too much for my mind to wrap around, too brutally painful to consider.

“I love you, Miles.” Tears fell to my skirt as I knelt there. “You’re gone and I miss you. I miss you every day, deep in my heart.” The need to confess rose like smoke in my chest, demanding release; I was aware that Marshall remained distant, watching silently. “I know you would have loved me all your life. I am so sorry for so many things. I want you to know I found my husband and that I believe you were him in this life. That the two of you share a soul, or pieces of a soul, somehow. I believe your son is his ancestor and if not for you, Marshall would never have lived.”

I pictured Miles’s face as I remembered it best, his black mustache lifting with a smile, his eyes, dark as coffee without cream, resting on me with both tenderness and intensity. I remembered the softness of his lips against mine, his sweet words of love, the way he’d held me and would have done anything to protect me; how I’d watched him play his fiddle so many nights, and the overpowering relief I always felt when he returned from being away from me. The last thing I wanted was to make a scene but I could not stop the flood of grieving. I knew Marshall would understand. He jogged to my side, falling to his knees and gathering me in his embrace, where I clung until the comfort of his strength and scent quieted my sobs.

He cupped the back of my head. “I’m here.”

“I could never be thankful enough, for that,” I whispered, hiccupping, my voice rough. Before we left the creek, Marshall curled a hand around Miles’s name on the wooden cross, rubbing with his thumb as he said, with quiet respect, “Thank you, Rawley, from the bottom of my heart. Thank you for loving Ruthann, and for keeping her safe.”

“You’ve told him that before,” I recognized as we walked back to the house a little later. I tucked close to his side, my arms locked around his ribcage; I’d almost forgotten Marshall had lived here for the duration of last winter.

“Of course. Every time I sit there.” His chest expanded with a breath and his low voice grew confessional. “I can’t admit I’m not insanely jealous of the man. I’m not gonna lie.” A hint of his usual good nature crept into his tone. “After all, he was me. Or, I was him. I can’t quite figure it all out, but if he had even one-tenth of the same thoughts you inspire in me, angel-woman, then I would have to kick his ass to the future and back, just on principle. Damnation.”

“Marsh,” I scolded, unable to keep from smiling; I knew without a doubt that Miles would have found Marshall’s comments amusing. I imagined the two of them regarding each other, face to face, and then shook my head to clear it of such bizarre pictures.

Marshall stalled our forward progress, studying the ground near his boots as he muttered, “He never…you two never…”

“We didn’t,” I said at once, honest enough to admit I would have wanted to know the answer, were the situation reversed – if somehow a past version of me was here to interact with Marshall, let alone make love with him; undoubtedly she would be drawn to him the same way I’d been drawn to Miles. The thought was so strange and inspired such a blazing surge of possessive jealousy my hands became fists. And then I pictured confronting this past self, ripping at her hair and clawing her eyes for thinking she had some hold on Marshall that trumped mine – that is, if she and I could even exist in the same physical space without a thunderclap and a ripping apart of the entire cosmic continuum.

Jesus Crimeny, Ruthann.

It wasn’t a thought for the fainthearted.

Marshall released a tense breath and his shoulders relaxed. “I didn’t really think so and I’m sorry for asking, sweetheart. I told myself I wasn’t going to ask, no matter what, and now I feel like an asshole…”

“Honey,” I admonished, and flicked his lean belly, just for good measure. “Don’t feel that way. And, just so you know, I would have asked, too.”

Hours later, at the crackling fire, I felt the subtle heat of Marshall’s gaze and met it with a smile, my chin resting on Jacob’s head. The little boy was soft and plump, fond of kicking his legs and gurgling spit bubbles, and my entire being, from the inside out, ached with love for Miles’s son. I couldn’t hug and kiss him enough to satisfy the strength of my feelings; I thought, Marshall and I will have a baby by next year and it’s because of you, sweet little Jacob. It’s because you survived and stayed here in Montana that Marshall’s family will exist in the twenty-first century, I truly believe this and I could never be thankful enough for you.

We told everyone about my pregnancy and though they shared Axton’s opinion that we needed a preacher to marry us as soon as humanly possible, they were nothing but delighted.

“March,” Birdie said knowledgably. “Right in the midst of sap season, that’s what I predict. Oh, how very exciting. You’ll have staked a homestead claim by then, of course.”

“There is still available homestead acreage to be had near ours, dear Ruthann.” Una Spicer sat on Birdie’s other side, wrapped in her knitted red shawl. I watched the fire’s light touch Cole’s mother’s face as she spoke, marveling anew at the fact that I was interacting with her, when I’d known about her for so long, when I’d read her letters in a century long after her death. I thought again of what Marshall had told me about his first glimpse of Una – that she looked very much like Melinda Spicer, Case’s mother and the woman who would have been Tish’s mother-in-law, had she lived. Marshall remembered Melinda from his childhood; he said it was like seeing a ghost.

I didn’t have the heart to admit to these dear women that I hoped and prayed Marshall and I would be gone long before next March; for tonight, at least, I couldn’t bear to think so far in advance. I murmured, “The land is gorgeous here, that’s for certain.”

Una had exclaimed over Axton with maternal affection, announcing that he looked enough like a Spicer to be her own son. Besides her eldest, Cole, Una was the mother of four additional children; two of her girls had remained in Iowa, already married and settled; the youngest son and daughter, Charles and Susanna, had made the journey west. Charles – and how I wanted to ask him if his middle name was Shea, like Case’s – was nineteen but appeared much younger, slim and frail; I remembered Cole saying that Charles had been very ill as a child. Susanna, the baby of the family at fourteen, was fair and shy and quiet. They were frequent visitors at the Rawleys’ homestead. Axton, who’d never known a mother or siblings of his own, was quite taken with the kind family, I could tell.

The only thing dampening the joy of our arrival was the fact that there had been no word from Malcolm, Cole, and Patricia. And though Henry and Una did not seem unduly concerned, and there were many logical, plausible explanations for this, none of us were comforted, least of all Axton.

“Do you think they’ve reached Minnesota?” Ax had asked me earlier, shortly after we had arrived at the ranch. “They should be there by now, Ruthie.”

I couldn’t lie to Ax any more than I could hide my fears. “I hope so. It scares me so much to think that –” I stopped before speaking aloud Fallon Yancy’s name, as if to do so would conjure him.

The expression in Axton’s eyes was almost unbearable. I knew it destroyed him to admit, but he acknowledged in a low, gruff growl, “Spicer will keep her safe.” Immediately he muttered, “Or I’ll kill him.”

I hated to see Axton this way – maintaining a stubborn, futile hope that somehow Patricia would one day be with him – when it could serve to do nothing but crush him in the end. Marshall’s suggestion that we try our best to find the right woman for Ax before we left the past seemed fruitless; I knew Ax well enough to realize he would hold fast to his love for Patricia if it killed him. I would never give voice to the thought but it tortured me, nonetheless.

At last I whispered, “You’re right, Cole will keep her safe.”

And though I’d fought it, I was unable to prevent an image of Fallon from assaulting my mind, his hollow eyes seeking mine from somewhere out there; I’d been in his company over the course of an hour while a prisoner in his train car en route to Chicago last year. I would never fully erase the memory of that encounter, no matter how hard I tried. Fallon was not just a criminal, he was more dangerous than any of us could have guessed, gifted with the ability to leap through time. His control was much stronger than either Marshall’s or mine; Fallon had leaped to the twentieth century many dozens of times.

For all we knew, he could be there at this moment. Or was Fallon here just now, in the nineteenth century, tailing Malcolm, Cole, and Patricia on their journey to escape him? At least Cole or Malcolm would kill him on sight, recognizing the threat he presented; our families in the future had no idea. Further, it was not apparent just how much of the truth about Patricia and her illegitimate son Cole’s parents knew; Una and Henry had both spoken excitedly of their expectations of Cole returning west to Montana Territory next spring, but if they anticipated him returning with Patricia and the baby in tow they made no mention, leading me to conclude they had no idea.

I wished, for the countless time, I’d been allowed the chance for a final private conversation with Patricia before we’d parted ways on the Cedar River in Iowa. Maybe it was an unfair assumption, but I understood her better than I knew Cole ever would; the darkest of her secrets was her love for Axton.

It’s not as though she could have made any choice but the one she did; the baby is Cole’s. There was no longer another choice from the moment she realized she was pregnant.

Henry Spicer eventually produced the family fiddle and I could not tear my gaze from it; I knew that fiddle, had watched Case play it a hundred times at The Spoke, or around the outdoor fire pit at Clark’s; the gathering spot I remembered so well would someday be located in a different part of the Rawleys’ sprawling yard. Cold shivers climbed my spine and I rubbed my upper arms.

To my surprise, Henry offered the instrument to Marshall. “We’ve missed your music, young fellow.”

Marshall accepted both fiddle and bow, nodding agreement. Grant positioned his own fiddle beneath his chin and as they tuned the instruments with easy laughter and banter, an onrushing sense of déjà vu pelted my senses; was I at the fire with Garth and Marshall in 2014, or Grant and Miles in 1882? I knew Miles was gone but it seemed he was here anyway, playing through Marshall’s hands and appearing in his expression.

Exhausted and overwhelmed by all that had occurred in the past few weeks, I relinquished Jacob to Celia and skirted the fire to settle beside Axton; he wrapped an arm around my shoulders and planted a kiss on my temple. Birdie’s little boys and the cook’s small son shared the blanket with us, curling up like three warm puppies; one of them rested his head on my lap and I feathered his soft hair.

“I miss Uncle Branch,” Axton confided.

“I miss him too,” I whispered, thinking of the kindhearted man who’d found me on a riverbank outside Howardsville well over a year ago. Branch and Axton had been my first friends in the nineteenth century; in those early days I’d had no memory of who I was, or where I might have appeared from, and remained eternally thankful that two such kind and honorable men took me under their wing.

“Birdie said you visited Miles’s grave earlier,” Axton murmured. I knew he understood, better than almost anyone, my sorrow over Miles.

I nodded, my gaze fixed on Marshall; he stood beside Grant, the two of them bowing out the notes to “Red River Valley,” an old favorite of the Rawleys. I supposed the tune wasn’t so very old in this place. Marshall played with his eyes closed and I marveled again, He’s here. Marshall was here in 1882, when I thought I may never see him again. It had been such a wretched year without him – the pain of our separation remained raw in my soul, not easy to set aside, let alone forget. I settled one hand low on my belly.

Listen, baby, to your daddy making music. Music flows in your blood, little one.

“It does my heart good to see Miles’s son here, safe and healthy,” Axton said.

“Same here,” I murmured. The night was clear and fine, the moon a perfect ivory half-circle in the deep sky. There were at least two dozen people crowded around the fire; the ranch hands not on duty with the cattle always gathered for music. The air was so static anyone within a few miles’ radius would be able to hear the plaintive notes of the two fiddles. The stars looked like bright, tumbled stones, flung by a child’s excited hand.

“Are you doing all right?” I whispered, turning my attention to Ax. There was a tension in his frame even the sweetness of the music could not fully eradicate. Resolute, since that first night apart from her, Axton had refrained from speaking of Patricia during our journey out of Illinois and across the plains of Iowa. But he called for her in his sleep almost every night, as though in his dreams she was just within reach, disappearing as he woke.

Axton’s face was cast in gold by the fire’s light. He knew what I was truly asking. “No, but not so’s anybody but you or Marsh would notice.”

“I wish…”

Axton shook his head, effectively interrupting me. “I had to let her go, Ruthie, I know there was no other choice, and it hurts like fucking poison.” I could smell whiskey on his breath; Ax didn’t normally drink, or curse, and I attributed the subsequent rush of words to this. He passed his free hand over his eyes. “But even if I could escape the pain I wouldn’t, because it’s all I have of her. I can’t give up even that much of what I have left. When I close my eyes, she’s all I see. When I sleep, I dream of her. I’m haunted.” His shoulders rose with a heaving breath and in his eyes I saw a conviction that frightened me, not because of the strength of feeling it conveyed but that those feelings would work to consume Axton, burning him alive, until there was nothing left but ash.

I couldn’t think of one thing to say to ease his pain.

“I’m sorry to go on this way,” he muttered, squeezing me in a one-armed version of a hug. “I am truly happy for you and Marsh, I hope you know.”

“Thank you, sweetheart. I know you are. I wish I could make things right.” I faltered for a second, unwilling to cause Axton additional pain; at last I admitted, “I’ve always thought Cole was the wrong choice. I think Patricia should be with you, Ax. I care for Cole, I’m not saying I don’t, but I think you’re the better man all around. Cole is…” I struggled to settle on a tactful adjective, not wanting to be unjust. “He’s fickle. And vain. I hope being a father will tame some of that in him, but who knows? I’m afraid he won’t be able to sustain their lives together.”

“But they’ve a child now, it’s a claim I can’t deny. And he loves her. I can’t deny that either, much as I wish I could.” Axton’s voice was dust. I sensed the questions he could not bear to ask, hovering near our heads.

What happened that day? Why didn’t she wait for me?

I knew the answers, at least to some extent, and battled the need to protect Patricia’s secrets; the urge to tell Ax the truth pressed against my breastbone like an anvil. The fiddle music, the charcoal sky, and the fireglow lent our conversation a depth of confidence it may not have otherwise possessed. I damned it all and said, “Patricia’s in love with you, Ax, as you well know. But a part of her loves Cole, too. And she’s tortured by it, to her very core. I spent all last winter with her, hearing her talk about you while carrying Cole’s baby, and she begged me not to judge her. I assured her I don’t but she tortured herself all the same. That day last autumn, with Cole…”

Axton was motionless as a sculpture, watching me with the intensity of a hawk about to strike.

I bit the insides of my cheeks, glancing down at the little boy whose head lay in my lap, finding him sound asleep. Axton and I seemed alone in the crowd, wrapped in a smooth, glassy bubble of intimacy, bound by the gravity of our conversation. No matter what, Ax deserved to know the truth. Patricia owed him an explanation and was not here to deliver it. I hoped she would understand my reasoning; remembering her last stolen moments in the chapel with Axton, I knew she would.

“Tell me, Ruthie.” He spoke quietly but the words were a clear demand, and I thought suddenly of the night I’d first met Ax, the hesitant, boyish fellow he’d been, so unsure of himself. And despite the fact that he remained inherently sweet and kind he’d lost his hesitance, had become much more man than boy. In that moment he reminded me more of Case than ever before.

In order to understand, Axton required the necessary background story. I drew a deep breath, keeping my voice low. “Patricia and Dredd did not…make love. Their wedding night was the first and last time he touched her. Dredd wasn’t unkind to her, I saw with my own eyes last year when we were in his company, but he wanted little to do with Patricia. She felt rejected. Worse than that, she felt undesirable. When Cole proposed to her that afternoon last fall, she was swept up in the moment of it.” I all but gritted my teeth at the expression on Axton’s face. “Up to that point, they’d never even kissed. She’d only kissed you. But Cole’s very persuasive…and she wanted to know what it meant to make love with someone who loved and wanted her.”

“That was…the only time?” Had a fist been clutching his windpipe Axton could not have sounded more strangled.

I nodded. “Once is all it takes, sometimes. It wasn’t until late last November that Patricia and I began to suspect she was pregnant. And then we had to think fast, to come up with a story Dredd would swallow. Thank God it was only him we needed to convince.” I restrained a shudder.

Axton studied the leaping flames; he traced his thumb over my arm as he spoke, almost meditatively. “I came to know Cole this past winter. I wanted to hate him, Ruthie, but I don’t. At least, not for the man he is.” He closed his eyes. “But if he ever hurts her, I’ll run him to ground.”

I wisely bit my tongue; I feared for what the future held for the three of them.

But you won’t even be here, I thought next, my mind pinwheeling. You and Marshall will be home in the future and you’ll have to leave everyone here behind. You can’t let yourself care this much about people you will never see again in this life.

And it was devastating to admit that the thought of leaving the past behind was almost as painful as the ache of missing our families in the twenty-first century.



Chapter Four

Montana Territory -June, 1882

MARSHALL AND I WERE GIVEN THE LOFT-SIZED ROOM with low, slanting walls which I’d shared with Patricia last summer and where Marshall had slept alone all winter; we stripped to the skin and curled together beneath the covers of the luxurious feather bed. Marshall rested his nose in my curls, our hands joined atop my belly. I threaded one of my legs between both of his and whispered, “It’s so strange being here. I never thought I’d see this place again in this century.”

“It’s strange as hell. I keep expecting to see Dad and my brothers coming around the corner of the barn,” Marshall acknowledged. Neither of us mentioned we could not stay here at the homestead for long. It was too dangerous. As much as I wished it otherwise, Fallon Yancy would appear someday, looking for us.

“I know. It’s so fucking weird, honey. Is the future we remember happening right now, like in another dimension…what?”

Marshall was laughing, low and soft. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt you. It’s just that you said ‘fucking’ and you never used to swear.”

“I used to swear,” I argued, and Marshall snorted.

“No, you did not,” he countered. “We’ve both changed since living in Jalesville.”

“But…” I struggled to articulate what I wanted to say, overtired and yet oddly alert at the same time, senses sharpened by the late hour; it seemed Marshall and I couldn’t talk enough to satisfy the urge to simply tell each other everything, to make up for lost time. I finally said, “But I wouldn’t change this last year, even if I could. It made me realize how strong I can be when I have to, that I can do what needs doing. I would never have known.”

I felt him nod against the back of my head. “So few people have the opportunity to test their mettle. Though, I wouldn’t wish the agony I felt when you were gone on anyone. I’ve been so empty, like a fucking chasm of despair took the place of my heart…”

“Marshall Augustus,” I murmured, rolling to face him. “Even when I couldn’t remember who I was, I longed for you. You were always there, safe in my heart. I don’t know how I existed so long without seeing you.”

He kissed my lips, lingering there, with a sense of possession. He murmured, “Now that we’re here and not forced to move fast on the trail, I can think more clearly. I feel like we can plan now, for whatever the future holds. We haven’t had much of a chance to talk about how we’ll get back.” He paused and inhaled before admitting, “It scares me, Ruthie, to think about one of us just disappearing…”

I gritted my teeth; the same thoughts plagued me, the razor-edged fear of being without him again, of the helplessness in the face of our vulnerability. What if he was dragged into the future but I was not? What if one of us remained trapped here, unable to return? And then horror struck an additional killing blow. I choked, “Marsh, what if the baby…”

“Shhhh,” he said at once. “No. Our baby will come with us, no matter what.”

“We have to go before he’s born,” I understood, knowing Marshall could feel the agitated clanking of my heart. “Even if we haven’t discovered everything we’re supposed to, here.”

“But what if we can’t return home until we’ve accomplished those things, whatever the hell they are? I keep waiting to feel that…force field pulling at me, especially now that we’re here at the homestead. Remember the night we rode Arrow out this way, near this place, I mean…”

“I do. I haven’t felt it yet, either,” I whispered. “And will we feel it at the same time? There are so many variables, Marsh, I hate this. Like the fact that we left Jalesville, and 2014, only a day apart, but you ended up in 1881 months after me. How do you figure?”

“It makes me wonder how the future – the present, I mean, back in Jalesville – is moving while we’re here. It seems like it would be moving at the same rate, but maybe not. Maybe no time has passed there at all.”

“Do you think…” I couldn’t make myself finish.

“That we’re destined to stay in the past?” He knew exactly what I meant. “As long as you’re in my arms, angel, I don’t care where we are.” Marshall kissed my eyelids, one after the other, and the scent of his breath was comforting and familiar, serving to calm my rapid pulse.

“We can get by here, if we have to,” he went on. “Technically I have the marshal position until the replacement gets here later this month, Grant was saying. It seems like no one was jumping at the chance to take the territory way out here.”

“Because it’s nothing but dangerous.” I rolled to an elbow, further agitated. “I want you to give it up as fast as you can.” I knew Marshall was a fast learner and a good shot with a firearm, but I would not allow him to risk himself for a stupid marshal position, not if I could prevent it. I’d always hated how being a lawman continually put Miles in the path of potential harm, made him an unwitting target and took him away so often. His territory had been vast.

“I will, I promise. But there are perks to the job while we’re here in 1882. For instance, I could shoot Fallon Yancy dead without any provocation and it would be completely justifiable.”

“It would be justifiable anyway. He would kill us as soon as look at us. And we both know he’ll come looking, sooner or later. We can’t stay here.”

“I know. And I’ll think about that first thing tomorrow, I swear.” Marshall uttered a soft groan, knuckling his eyes. “No matter what, I’d shoot the bastard without a second thought. But it doesn’t hurt that way out here there’s no one looking over my shoulder. Shit, I was sworn in by a judge passing through the Territory late last autumn. No background check, just Grant’s recommendation. All I had to do this past winter was ride into Howardsville once every few weeks and check in with the deputy sheriff. I could have lived in that little cabin behind the jail, but I would have gone crazy there.”

“I’m so glad you didn’t have to be alone,” I whispered, nuzzling his chest hair, which smelled pleasantly musky; I stroked my fingers through the soft, thick mass because it was an intimacy I particularly loved and because I’d gone so many nights without being able.
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