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				Chapter One

				The stagecoach bumped along the narrow gulch road. Mindy’s head and shoulder throbbed from the number of times she’d been slammed against the hard wooden door beside her, but she refused to allow herself to lean against the unwashed, tobacco-stained person next to her. Pinching her lips, she straightened in the seat, adjusting the green paisley cotton skirt she wore.

				Patience and faith will get you through anything, Mindy reminded herself with a measured breath.

				Lifting the oiled leather curtain to peer out the window, she jerked swiftly back, covering her mouth in revulsion. “There’s … there’s … ” Mindy started, staring at the other passengers in the cramped quarters. She was unlucky enough to be riding along with four unwashed males. Patience and faith … patience and faith … 

				“Yeah, we know … ” said one of the men lazily. “You don’t particularly want to look out the coach on that side, ma’am. We’re traveling over the Coosa Gully. Nothing but a sheer drop off for about three miles.”

				Mindy’s stomach heaved, and she fought to control it. This task wasn’t supposed to be so difficult. All she had to do was pick up a deed to a property. Yes, said property happened to be located three states away from her home in Mississippi. And yes, it was true that she’d never been more than twenty miles away from home before this trip. But it had all sounded so simple!

				Yet she’d been poked, prodded, accosted by strange men, lied to, swindled, left by the side of a road only tumbleweeds traveled with any frequency, and had almost been arrested by the crookedest sheriff that ever lived.

				If she survived this trip — and that wasn’t a certainty — Mindy vowed she could handle anything else life would throw at her. Certainly though, she soothed herself, the worst was behind her!

				That is, if the coach didn’t plunge off this rocky path; if she didn’t die from the fine stink of her fellow passengers; if she could hold her rolling stomach. There were only thirty-five more miles between her and The Blue Saloon, where the deed awaited; she could hold out that long or die trying. And in that case, Mindy decided, pinching her small lips together tightly, she planned to have her dead body delivered to the saloon, just for spite.

				She almost smiled, but then caught one of the men across from her begin to grin back. Shooting him a mean look, she turned away.

				• • •

				Mindy had been asleep for some while when the commotion started. The coach was rocking and bouncing like a wild buck.

				She jumped in her seat, screaming, thrashing her arms for something to hold on to — oddly enough, the other passengers didn’t seem as repugnant now. “Oh, mercy!” Mindy cried. “We’ve done it! We’re goin’ over! Do something! Do something!” One hand locked onto the shirt of the man to her left, and she pulled him around to face her. “I’m not gonna die this way, you hear? I ain’t ever climbed a tree! I ain’t been married! I ain’t been kissed!”

				Mindy’s short life flashed before her eyes, just as she’d always heard happened in moments like these: splashing in the creek as a child, going to church services with her family, disobeying her parents, picking on her little brothers, playing mean tricks on her sisters. Suddenly, she was full of remorse and in the middle of a heartfelt prayer when she heard the man across from her clear his throat a second time.

				“Ur, ma’am? Like I say, we’ve lost a wheel, is all. I reckon you can save them prayers.”

				Mindy paused, hands uplifted. She opened one eye. Now that she focused a bit, it was clear that the stagecoach was easing to a controlled stop. Perhaps the driver could be convinced to allow her to stay behind when the coach was repaired. She had managed on her own before, she could do it again.

				As the hot, red flames of embarrassment climbed her body, Mindy tried to think back over what she had done, had said, but she couldn’t remember. Suffice it to say, the yellow in her had come out waving banners.

				“If a single one of you says a word,” Mindy said, staring at each man in turn, “I’ll scratch your eyes out.” She hoped she sounded fierce enough.

	
				Chapter Two

				Mindy sat on a blistering rock beneath the only shade to be found, a scrawny little tree that had decided to die long ago, but was taking its time about it. Fanning herself with a limp sheet of newspaper scavenged from the coach, sweat ran from the top of her head to the tip of her toes.

				The men had worked on the wheel for hours, it seemed. They had fumed and kicked and fussed and had almost come to blows about the best way to fix the blame thing. Mindy didn’t think it was a good sign that they were now sitting together joking and laughing, while the wheel lay forgotten. She struggled to her feet in the heat and walked over to them.

				“How much longer ’til we can get going?” she asked, weary of the day, the heat, and even the words it took to speak.

				The men grew silent and swapped glances.

				After a moment, one stood and removed his cap. Mindy was impressed until she saw the head of hair beneath it. She fairly thought she could see things crawling from where she stood. She took a dainty step backwards.

				“Well, therein lies the problem, ma’am, as my ol’ preacher used to say. This here wheel can’t be fixed. She’s had it, that’s the plain truth. We’re at an impasse.”

				Mindy raised one eyebrow at his language. “Imm-passs?”

				“Oh! I’m sorry, ma’am! I mean to say, we ain’t going anywhere in this here stagecoach. Not today.” The men beside him grunted and made rude noises. One kicked at the wheel with a worn, brown boot. Dust flew, swirling into the thick air.

				“Oh.” Mindy gathered her thoughts. A drop of unladylike perspiration traveled down her back. “My.”

				“Yes, ma’am.”

				Mindy chewed on her lip. “What is the procedure in a time like this?”

				“Well, to tell you the truth, there ain’t one. This ain’t supposed to happen. But we figured out a plan of sorts. Gibb, there, the driver,” the man indicated another individual wearing a tan shirt and dusty brown pants who nodded, “he’s gonna take all the horses and go on without us. He’ll send back help.”

				Mindy’s eyes grew wide. “You’re joking!”

				Every cowboy found something interesting to look at. Only one, with black eyes, met her gaze.

				The appointed speaker continued. “No, ma’am. That’s the only way we can have any hope of getting help. There’s not enough horses for the seven of us, and there’s a bundle in bank stock and bills up there in that lockbox. Gibb’s required to stay with the box. If we send anybody with him, it’s a sure bet he’d be risking his life. Money does strange things to the best of people. The only thing for it is to send him by himself, and hope he don’t meet anybody on the way.”

				“Surely I could ride along with him!”

				“We gave that some thought, too,” the man said, looking around for support. He turned back with a sigh when he saw the others had stony, distant gazes. “But that’d mean Gibb’d be traveling with two treasures, if you catch my meaning, ma’am. Sorry for my implication, ma’am.”

				“Yes, yes! So what do the rest of us do? Twiddle our thumbs? Recite nursery rhymes?” Mindy’s voice rose. “I forgot my knitting!” She was starting to see red — and was becoming a little less fond of the word “ma’am” with every passing moment.

				“No, ma’am!” the man replied with a gruff laugh, slapping his hat against a huge thigh. Mindy’s teeth grated. “We’re goin’ to start walkin’. We’ll get a good ways before dark, anyhow!”

				Mindy stared at the man for a minute. At his happy, hopeful face. She brought her hands around in front of her and clasped them tightly. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Patience … and … faith …  

				“I … am going back … to my rock now. I need to sit a moment,” she said slowly. “Excuse me.”

				“Sure! Sure!” he said as she turned, whipping her skirt. “Don’t you worry none. We’ve still got to get them horses loaded, and get ol’ Gibb on his way. We’ll let you know when it’s time to … ”

				The old cowboy talked louder as she marched away, but Mindy shut him out, seeking the solace of the rock and her shade, such as it was. Simple! Why had she ever thought this trip might be simple? Well, she was the one who had thought she might want to be left stranded the next time the coach stopped!

	
				Chapter Three

				Mindy was rethinking the demand to bring along her traveling bag.

				The men outdistanced her with every step, walking singly or in pairs. As a rule, they weren’t concerned about her plight — except, that is, for Stanton, the talker. He’d offered his help repeatedly, but pride insisted she refuse it, even though her gait was becoming slower by the moment and her arms felt like they would soon drop from her shoulders onto the hateful rock-strewn road. The black-eyed man up ahead sent an occasional glance back at her, but she felt sure it was in disgust, and that she was becoming more of a laughing stock each moment.

				To think that at the time, she’d thought she had packed light! Instead of the two cases, her mother had encouraged her to bring a trunk, for goodness sakes! “Melinda, my dear,” she had said, “you never know what company you might find yourself in. The right clothes and accoutrements do make a difference.”

				Even now, Mindy snorted. She knew exactly what her mother had been saying: “Melinda, my dear, you’re about to track yourself across three states. If there’s a hope this side of heaven that you might meet a man interested in an old maid like yourself, please take along enough firepower to catch him!” Well, if “Mr. Right” saw her now, he’d fall off his horse and beg her to shoot him.

				Mindy’s hair had long since sprung free of the neat bun she’d tried to wrestle it into. She could feel the telltale wisps around her face that signaled an all-out revolt of her hairdo. She didn’t need a mirror to know a hazy halo of dark brown curls circled her head. She resisted the natural desire to scream and stomp a foot at Nature’s joke at her expense. Her three sisters had lovely hair, perfect hair, well-behaved hair. She had a goat’s tail. And she couldn’t stomp a foot even if she wanted — her skirt was so weighted down with dust, she could barely drag one leg along with the other!

				“Are you sure you don’t want me to help you along with that bag, miz McCorkle? I’d be proud to,” Stanton said, at her side.

				“No!” Mindy snapped, choking back tears. “I mean, no, thank you kindly, Mr. Stanton.” The very effort to talk overwhelmed her. Why didn’t he leave her alone? The rest of the men did.

				The idea of her dresses and underthings falling into men’s hands was unbearable. What if her case came open? No, thank you. She’d carry it herself.

				Mindy glanced up to suddenly see the black-eyed man charging toward her. His eyebrows had drawn together in a dangerous manner and he looked ready to breathe fire! She stopped in her tracks and, to her shame, shuffled a step so that she was standing behind Stanton when the ogre arrived. Without so much as a word, he reached and tried to jerk the tapestry bag from her hand. There he met resistance.

				“What are you doing, sir? Those are my private things!”

				“I am trying to save this trip from taking three months instead of three days!”

				“I don’t see what my bag has to do with that.”

				“I can see that you don’t, but if you’ll give it to me, I’ll take care of it for you.”

				“Oh. Well, that would be kind of you. I didn’t realize I was holding everyone up.” Mindy reluctantly let go of her bag, glancing at the other men with a small shrug. As soon as the dark man had her case in his hands, he whirled it into the nearby bushes, and then turned to walk away.

				“What? How? Are you … ?” Mindy stuttered, flabbergasted at the man’s behavior. Then she set her jaw, jerked up the hem of her skirt, and marched toward the underbrush to retrieve her property.

				“Oh, no you don’t, little lady,” the stranger said, grabbing her around the waist. Mindy began to kick and swing at him like a she-devil.

				He ducked her flailing arms as she yelled. “You better put me down, you heathen! I aim to carry my bag or stay with it!”

				“Fine.” To her surprise, the man dropped her like a sack of potatoes. “But you’ll remember I tried, when you’re sitting here at night with the wild animals.”

				Mindy sat sprawled on the ground in a most unladylike position. Her eyes grew large. “What do I care,” she cried, “If the men I travel with are no better?”

				The black-eyed man stared deeply into her cold, green eyes until he grew disgusted and stormed off. Mindy rose, dusting off her skirt. Then she calmly started into the tall brambles to fetch her traveling bag. Once again, she was glad she had not brought something larger.

				She looked up once as she climbed, very surreptitiously, and saw the men had begun walking without her. She harrumphed and continued her task. She found her bag open, its contents scattered five ways to Sunday. It took her fifteen minutes to put everything back in order because she had to shake off the straw and refold each item. When she came out of the bushes, she was startled to find the black-eyed man waiting on the other side.

				“What on earth are you doing here?” she asked. “I assumed you would be off scaring infants by now, or taking food from the homeless.”

				“Just give me the bag.”

				Mindy held the bag as close to her heart as possible. “If you think I’ll fall for that again, you are sadly mistaken.” She sniffed. “There are very important items in here.”

				“Well, you’re not going to need a change of clothes on this trip, ma’am.”

				“For your information, sir, there is more than a change of clothing in this bag. There’s a gun, for one.”

				The ogre burst out laughing. “A little thing like you? With a gun? What do you know about shooting? If we left you alone out here, I doubt you’d be able to fend for yourself for thirty minutes. What have you got, a little pearl-handled ladies’ pistol? That doesn’t scare away bears or big, bad men, lady.”

				“I can shoot! Show me a target! I can shoot!” Something about the man made Mindy’s pulse pound.

				“Forget it. Just give me the bag. I had no idea it contained such important items. I promise I won’t chuck it again. At least, not unless you give me reason.”

				“I’d ask for your word on that, but I don’t trust you as far as I can throw you.” Mindy tapped one dirty shoe. “Give me something of yours.”

				“What?”

				“Give me something of yours that I can keep in trust.”

				“You are one unique item.”

				“You don’t know the half of it.” Mindy puffed at the hair falling down over her eyes.

				The man reached into the back pocket of his jeans and pulled out a leather wallet. He fumbled inside and then drew out a picture. “Here.” He handed over a daguerreotype of a stunning woman with upswept brown hair.

				“Who is this?” Mindy asked. She couldn’t help but admire the lovely woman in the photo. “Why would I take a picture in trust for my bag?”

				“It’s my wife. It’s the only picture I have of her.”

	
				Chapter Four

				Catching up to the rest of the men, they continued their journey. They walked and walked and walked. They walked up one steep hill and down the next. They walked around sharp, rocky bends. They walked until Mindy thought they would surely walk off the face of the earth — all the while following rugged stage tracks scarred into brown clay.

				A vicious sun cared not one whit for their plight and shone brighter than Mindy could ever remember it shining before. The glare hit rocks on the ground and the walls that surrounded them and then burst upwards in spiteful rays of blinding light. The heat was oppressive, pushing down as they walked, so that Mindy felt she not only carried her own weight but the weight of the universe. Gnats swarmed her head and flew into her nose; they raced into her mouth if she dared to open it to speak or breathe.

				The party trudged along in silence. Mindy lost her footing, slipped and fell, cut her hands against the piercing stones, and bit her lips to keep from crying out. She wore shoes for traveling, but not this kind.

				Mindy’s mind wandered. Her thoughts were of home: soft, leafy grass, tall, cool oak trees, and glistening glasses of hand-squeezed lemonade with tiny ice chips. She would have gladly given all the money in her pouch for one sip of that sweet, refreshing liquid. If she listened closely, she could faintly hear her mother calling from the back porch of a familiar weathered house: “Min-DEE!”

				How remarkable it was she had dreaded hearing that voice at the time. It had meant putting down the pleasures of play and coming into a shadowy environment where lunch waited. A cool lunch: salad perhaps, just picked from the garden, with crisp greens and bright, fully ripened tomatoes that burst with an ambrosial splendor when you bit down into them. Cornbread with a crunchy, wholesome taste that offset the salad perfectly, and glasses of cool, well water. All she could drink, glasses and glasses, full to the brim and running over, of sweet, sweet, well water.

				Thoughts of playing in the stream that ran alongside the house flitted through her mind: wading, splashing, laughing, slopping, spattering. How she had taken that water for granted!

				Mindy’s eyes searched the road ahead, but all she saw were the backsides of the men and a horizon that stretched into a hazy distance. The twin ruts of the stagecoach went on eternally. How could she have lived in Mississippi all her life and not known about these two furrows that carved their way into an endless forever?

				“We’ll stop here,” one of the men said.

				The words didn’t filter through to Mindy’s thinking parts when they first floated through the air. They traveled around her head like gnats, before buzzing into her ears.

				“There’s shade for now,” he continued, “and the sun’ll be setting before long. This is far enough. If I remember right, there’s a creek running along the bottom of this hill. We should hit it sometime tomorrow.”

				Mindy’s eyes widened. Stepping dangerously close to the edge of the outcropping, she stared down, searching through the pine and scrub for any hint of the water (water!) mentioned. Her lips burned like they were on fire, and her tongue seemed to have grown to twice its size. Finally, far below, a brown thread could be seen winding enticingly between the trees. With a heavy sigh, Mindy was forced to admit it was much too far to jump.

				Instead, with legs of applesauce, she carefully maneuvered to the designated shade and then collapsed into a rumpled heap. There she lay, falling back against the rocks and stones without concern, but registering faintly that there would be new places of pain tomorrow. For now, she didn’t care. They had stopped. The walking had ended.

				• • •

				Boone sat and leaned against a rock wall. He placed the worn and dusty traveling bag near his side. His arm felt ready to fall off — surely the bag weighed thirty-five pounds! He was exhausted, and the shade felt good.

				It had been a hard tramp following the stagecoach path. He glanced over at the girl. She was in a green pile, with brown boots sticking out from beneath a dirty dress. Her hair was a mess, half in a wad on the side of her head, and half running down her back. Though right now, it was all splayed against the ground, and he couldn’t remember what color it had been originally.

				He had to admit a grudging respect. He’d expected to be slowed by her presence or, worse yet, encumbered by having to take turns carrying her. The woman had surprised him. But there would be no water or food when she awoke, so he fully expected the whining to begin at that time. He’d never met a female yet who didn’t pine for attention and special treatment.

				Boone momentarily thought about opening the tapestry bag and removing some of the contents while she slept, but … he’d made a commitment. And besides, if she found out, he’d never get the picture of his sister back. He smiled faintly, then crossed his arms and closed his eyes, looking for a few minutes’ rest.

				• • •

				Mindy awoke to a growling in her stomach and a terrific thirst, though, oddly enough, she didn’t feel the coarse ground beneath her. She could have been lying on a feather mattress. It was full dark and she could hear the men talking.

				“ … for a woman,” one of them was saying.

				Stanton’s voice was next, speaking low. “ … worth … her salt.”

				Speak up! Mindy fumed.

				“Done … well as … of the men,” he continued. Her pride took a lift.

				“It ain’t over yet,” said another voice. Mindy felt a tightening in her stomach and knew the voice immediately as that of The Tormentor. It rang clear and sharp, and instantly raised her hackles. “We might have made five or six miles this afternoon, but we’ve got close to thirty more to go. We’ll be carrying her before it’s over.”

				Mindy’s blood ran hot, and then cold. Her palms fisted and all physical troubles vanished. Why, the no-account simpleton didn’t know a thing if he thought she needed to be carried and worried over!

				“Forget about the woman,” whined another man. “What’re we gonna do about food?”

				“Yeah. I’m dead beat. I need something to eat and drink.”

				“Shut up, you two! For the last time!” Mindy heard a sound like a rock hitting hard dirt. Another followed.

				“Ow! Whaddya do that for?”

				“I’m tired of listening to the two of you complain. We’re all hungry! We’ll stay hungry ’til tomorrow when we get down in the lower region.” It was the leader of their small band, though Mindy couldn’t remember any decision that had actively made him such.

				She sat up slowly. “I have food.”

				“What?” A chorus of male voices.

				“I have food. It’s in my traveling bag. I’ll be happy to share.”

				The Tormentor stared. He stood and walked over to her, dropping the heavy bag at her feet.

				“Thank you.” Mindy said, as coldly as possible. She hadn’t forgotten his unflattering statements. She stepped aside a few paces and turned her back. After a bit of fumbling, she unrolled three cans of pork and beans from the clothes inside. She returned to the group and extended them to the man in charge.

				“What is that supposed to be?” asked the whiner. “I ain’t eating nothin’ that comes outta no can!”

				“Well, I’ve heard of it, but I ain’t never seen it,” said another man. “But if there’s real food in there, I’ll eat the can itself!”

				“Hold on,” said the leader. “First of all, there’s only three cans and there’s six of us. We’re going to have to split the food, but make sure nobody comes up short.” He looked over at the complainer. “If you choose not to eat, that’ll just be more for the rest of us.”

				“Well, hang on a minute. Open it up first, and let me take a look at it.”

				The whiner rose to a half-kneeling position as the leader of the dusty band took a long knife from a leather sheath strapped near his gun belt. As he carved open the lid to one of the awkward red cans, a rich aroma wafted through the air. Looking up with a slow grin, he dug into the other two, setting each newly opened can on the ground.

				The mood in the group distinctly changed, until he punctured the last container and a foul odor jumped out at them. “Whew-ee, boys!” he said, chucking the rank can over the edge of the rock cliff. That means we’re down to just two cans.”

				“Count me out,” said the complainer, stalking away from the others. “I told you I wasn’t eating nothing outta no can. And you’re all crazy if you do!”

				“Suit yourself, Byler.” As the leader handed the cans around, he made sure to hand one to Mindy first. “Eat your portion and then pass it to your neighbor. I’ll do without.” No one argued.

				Stanton eagerly grasped a can with both hands and gulped down the contents. There was a shout at his side about fairness and eating too much.

				Mindy looked at the man standing next to her, solidly built, strong, hearty. She was happy to go first. Tipping the can up, she urged the contents into her waiting mouth. The beans were warm but moist, and filled her mouth with an explosion of sensations. She closed her eyes to enjoy the experience. Her throat welcomed the wetness, her lips gloried in the feel of moisture again. The fact that the dust from her face combined with the pork and beans didn’t deter from her enjoyment at all. Her stomach roared loudly and she lifted the can higher, like a babe suckling a bottle.

				“Hang on a minute, there. Don’t get carried away, you’re going to choke yourself.”

				Mindy wiped one sleeve across her mouth, then spat at the dust. The black-eyed man took the can and downed the rest of the contents.

				“Like you care,” she said with a snarl. “Then you wouldn’t have to carry me or my bag.”

	
				Chapter Five

				The Byler Brothers were getting antsy. It was an easy job: steal the payroll box from the stagecoach and head off into the sunset. But there was one problem. The stagecoach wasn’t making its planned appearance.

				“You sure you got the right day?” Lee Byler, the eldest, asked his middle brother. Lee was whittling a stick down to a point as they sat sprawled on rocks high on a hill, the afternoon sun beating down on them without mercy.

				“Sure I’m sure! How would I mess up something like that?” Ben replied, wiping his face and neck with a dirty, gray bandanna.

				Lee stood and paced. He waved the pointed end of the stick within inches of Ben’s face. “Same way you messed up that bank robbery in El Dorado! Same way you messed up — ”

				“Yeah, yeah, I was a kid then. I got it right this time. Sit tight. She’ll be coming by. It’s just a matter of time.”

				Lee kicked at a third brother. “Wake him up! He’s sleeping again! I swear, one of these days … ”

				Ben shoved at a young, blond boy with the heel of his boot. “Wake up, Roger.”

				“What is it? Is it the stage?” the boy asked, wiping his eyes.

				“Naw. No stage. But lookee here, boys. We do have us some company coming.” Lee leaned into a more alert position. By then they could all hear the approaching hoof beats. It sounded like the clattering of multiple riders coming their way, but as the oncoming visitors turned a bend, the boys saw a single rider with several ponies.

				“Well, now, Ben,” Lee said, relaxing and pulling a pistol from his hip. He checked the rounds. “Does it seem fair to you that that there rider should have four horses when each of us has only one?”

				Ben smiled. “Why, no sir! And if there’s one thing I’ve always believed in, it’s fairness.”

				“Then what say we go down and help parcel out those horses a bit more equitably?”

				Lee made a motion with the pistol and Ben made his way back down the rocks. He grabbed his younger brother by the shoulder and dragged him along. Lee waited for his siblings to get into position. He loved moments like this. “King of the Mountain” had been a game they’d played as children. One boy would climb to the top of a pile of firewood or rocks, and dare anybody to oust him from the position. What followed was a free-for-all, a throwing, digging, biting, fighting, free-for-all, but the one left standing at the end was the King of the Mountain. The other boys had respected that, and Lee had liked the feeling. He took in a deep breath of mountain air and smiled, then shot his revolver once into the air.

				“Morning, neighbor!” he said to the startled rider, who glanced up. The man’s ride spooked and reared, while the three horses he was leading pulled in different directions in their attempts to break free. “I’m going to assume you’re carrying a weapon, and I’ll ask you right nicely to throw it to the side.”

				As the man began to get his horses under control, he reached for a rifle near his leg. Two guns near him clicked open and prepared to fire. He raised the rifle slowly, staring directly into the hard-set face of Ben Byler. The man had no choice, and tossed his rifle to the ground. Roger ran to pick it up and then to help calm the horses.

				“Hey, I know you!” Ben said as he stepped closer to their captive, a man dressed in dirty, tan-colored clothing. He hollered up the mountain, “It’s Gibb Tucker. This here’s the stagecoach driver!”
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