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      This novel is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This novel may not be resold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this novel with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you wish to share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should delete it from your device and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the author’s work.

      This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is coincidental.
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      Although the Blue Stocking Society Romance books are based on historical facts, not all of them are historically correct.

      Not intended for readers under the age of 18.

      When a man who vows to never love again falls for a woman who has made the same pledge, things can turn fiery in an instant when an undeniable passion sparks between them.
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            SUMMARY

          

        

      

    

    
      Rebecca’s world ended the day her husband and unborn child died in a buggy accident. It’s taken a full year to heal and move on with her life. Well, mostly heal, as she still carries the grief of their deaths and the guilt of being the lone survivor.

      She has decided she’ll never fall in love again. Instead, she will dedicate her life to being the best doctor Colby Springs has ever had. Unfortunately, the town’s people aren’t very trusting of a female doctor.

      Sheriff Will Stephens is hell-bent on finding the gang who killed his fiancée during a bank robbery. Will lives and breathes revenge. He hasn’t the time, or desire, to look for love. In his mind, his dead fiancée will be the only woman he’ll ever love.
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      Rebecca tried to relax into her seat, watching as the other passengers took theirs. It seemed to take longer than usual for the train to get moving. Or perhaps she was just anxious to get home to Colby Springs? She glanced around and noticed that many of the people in their seats were fidgeting and seemed just as annoyed by the delay as her.

      The woman behind her leaned forward, interrupting her thoughts. “What do you think is going on out there?”

      Rebecca peered out her window. Two men were struggling with a third man. “I have no idea. Whatever they’re up to, I imagine it’s the reason we haven’t left the station yet.”

      “Oh, my goodness. Will you look at that? One of the men is in handcuffs!” Alarm filled the woman’s voice. “Surely, they aren’t going to bring a convict on our train. That can’t possibly be safe. I have small children with me.”

      “I’m sure the lawmen wouldn’t bring him on the train if they thought he would cause any danger to the passengers.” At least that’s what Rebecca hoped.

      The larger of the two men with badges had wrestled the man wearing handcuffs onboard. She heard them arguing on the platform between her car and the car in front of hers. It was strange how she could hear them and see how big they were, but she couldn’t quite make out what their faces looked like. They hadn’t quite turned to face her. Through the open windows, Rebecca heard a lot of swearing going on between the men and she prayed the woman and the kids behind her couldn’t hear what they were saying. If so, she hoped the mother had covered her children’s ears.

      “I’m appalled at the language. My children shouldn’t be exposed to such vile words. I have half a mind to get off this train right now.”

      “I’m sure they’d be happy to give you a refund,” Rebecca said. “However, keep in mind, it may be several days before you can get another train. There’s always the stagecoach but the trip would take forever and think of how hard it would be on your children. I took the stagecoach here, and believe me, I will never do it again if it’s at all avoidable. This day-long trip on the train will be long, but not as bad as the stagecoach was.” Plus, Rebecca had several crates of supplies on board in the cargo area.

      “That’s true. I can’t afford to be a few days late. I’m meeting my husband in Colby Springs and traveling to Fort McIntosh. We’re finally going to live as a family again. I haven’t seen my dear, Richard, since he was home the last time. It’s been…” She studied her young son for a few moments and smiled. “Well, it’s been about five years. My Richard hasn’t even met our son yet.”

      “I’m sure we’ll get to Colby Springs safely. And look, they’re taking the man to the car ahead of us. We should be safe.” If she said it enough, surely it would be true.

      “I suppose you’re right. I’ll just sit back, enjoy the landscape, and try not to worry.” The little girl with the woman laid her head on her momma’s lap, apparently ready for a nap. The young boy leaned against the other side of his mother.

      For a moment, Rebecca’s thoughts drifted to the baby she’d lost. Would he have enjoyed a train ride? She shook the notion off. It was too painful to think about all the things that could or should have been. She had to stop wondering how her child would’ve turned out. It certainly wouldn’t bring her baby back.

      Rebecca glanced ahead through the open doors and between the cars, as the two lawmen shoved the convict into a window seat in the second to the last row. One of them took the seat next to the man in cuffs. Before he sat down, she’d only gotten a look at the lawman from the backside. She couldn’t miss how tall and very well-built the man was. Between him and the other lawman, they could surely handle any trouble that might come up.

      Rebecca sat in the well-worn, uncomfortable leather seat and placed her satchel on the empty space beside her. She drew in a deep breath, pushed herself to relax, and prepared to let herself enjoy the trip. Perhaps, she’d even take a short nap. Then, much to her dismay, she noticed the second lawman as he left the train. Thankfully, the nervous woman sitting behind her didn’t say anything, indicating she probably hadn’t noticed his exit. Not with trying to entertain two small children.

      No problem. Rebecca would worry enough for both of them.
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      A loud horn bellowed, and the wheels squealed with the train’s chugging movement. A plume of steam swirled around outside her window. Things were getting real. Did normal people throw up from overwhelming feelings of relief? Or was it just her? Perhaps, she wasn’t as normal as she thought?

      She had done it—finished with what she’d set out to do.

      Rebecca wiggled around on the unforgiving train seat and let out another deep breath she’d been holding. She could almost breathe again. No more worries that someone would chase her down to inform her a mistake had been made and she needed to hand over the diploma she’d tucked away safely inside her satchel. She was really going home with her Doctor of Medicine certificate in hand. Finally.

      I did it, Luke! Rebecca thought, the sting of heartbreak working its way into her feeling of accomplishment. She closed her eyes and pushed the sadness back. This was a day to be happy, and she darned well would be, or she would wear herself out trying. She couldn’t wait to have her degree framed and hanging next to her late husband, Luke’s, in his—no—make that her clinic. Earning her certificate had been a long time coming, and it hadn’t been an easy path to walk.

      It seemed as if she’d been gone from Colby Springs forever. In reality, it had been a little less than five months since she’d boarded the stagecoach, sat in a horribly rigid seat, and left the small Texas town she’d grown up in behind. Rebecca unbuttoned her gloves and withdrew her shaky hands from them, willing the trembling to stop. She untied the ribbon on her bonnet, removed the pins, and placed it on the seat beside her gloves, satchel, and medical bag.

      Looking back over the last seventeen weeks in New York, she recalled how hard it had been to study medicine with the men in her class constantly trying to sabotage her learning. For the most part, she ignored them and steadfastly refused to quit. Luke would have been so proud of the way she’d hung in there and kept her mind focused on her goal. She’d had to work twice as hard in order to prove to her male colleagues and professors that she deserved to be there. How dare they tell her women didn’t have the stamina to be doctors.

      Females can’t deal with the tension of medical practice. Ha! Shows you how little a man knows.

      Eventually, she’d won most of the men over and even received a standing ovation when she accepted her certificate during the commencement ceremony. She’d also received an offer to practice medicine and teach at the Women’s Medical College of the New York Infirmary. It was an honor to receive the offer, but Colby Springs had lost their only doctor when Luke died, and they needed her. More importantly, she would never consider leaving her husband and child behind. It didn’t matter that she could only visit them at the town’s small graveyard where she’d laid them to rest almost two years ago. It didn’t matter that it was always a one-sided conversation.

      Sadly, she’d buried her heart right along with them.

      Her parents and brother were also residents of the Colby Springs Cemetery. She had no one except the friends she had grown up with and the friends who had come into her life as an adult. Yes, Colby Springs, Texas was her home and that’s where she’d spend the rest of her life.

      As a child, Rebecca dealt with the loss of her parents and older brother in a fire. She’d survived the fire that had killed her family. Her father had carried her out the door, laid her on the chilled ground, and ran back inside to find Mother and Todd. She’d blocked the horror of their screams after the roof caved in, trapping her family inside to suffer a fiery death.

      She’d endured being sent to live with a distant cousin. A repulsive man three times her age, who knew nothing about children, especially a girl. After running away from him, she’d managed to support herself by baking and doing laundry until she was lucky enough to have discovered the Blue Stocking Society—or rather they’d discovered her and gave her the chance to study medicine. She practiced her skills as a nurse during the Civil War, where she’d met Luke, and again working side-by-side with her husband in Colby Springs for a couple of years after the war.

      The single, hardest thing she’d ever had to live through was the untimely death of her husband, Luke, and losing the baby she’d been carrying. She’d wanted to die so she could be with them. Her friend, Annie, had come to live with her and somehow had saved her from the melancholy that had completely incapacitated her. Her heartbeat began to race as it always did whenever she thought of their deaths. She drew in a calming breath and forced herself to relax. It had taken her months to learn the relaxation technique and gain the ability to stave off a full-blown panic attack.

      Her thoughts turned back to the way the male students had treated her during the first couple of months of her studies. How dare the men at the medical school call her weak. And women have no stamina? Pure hogwash.

      She’d kept busy at medical school and barely had time to breathe, much less find time to continue mourning her loss. Sitting on the train in the quiet, an overwhelming sadness washed over her. With Luke and the baby gone, her old life was over. She’d never get over their deaths, but she would learn to get by and would continue to visit their graves regularly. Rebecca would move forward and dedicate the rest of her life to helping others. She not only wanted to honor Luke’s memory, but she also truly believed she would make a great doctor.

      Rebecca was determined to make her new life a success.

      She looked forward to seeing her best friend, Annie, again and was excited to help deliver her baby. Annie and her husband, Jake, had already asked her to be their child’s godmother if it wouldn’t be too painful. Surprisingly, Rebecca found herself looking forward to holding her godchild. She would always grieve for the baby she lost, but it didn’t mean she couldn’t love her best friend’s little one.

      Rebecca closed her eyes and relished the much smoother ride than the one she’d had on the stagecoach. She soon drifted off to the hum and rocking movement of the train chugging along the tracks, taking her to the new life awaiting her in Colby Springs.
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      Rebecca awoke to the sounds of people gasping and screaming. Along with many of the passengers, Rebecca turned to see what was going on behind her. A man was about halfway up the aisle, swinging a gun in the air and shouting orders. He held out a small cloth bag, demanding people put their money and valuables inside. She watched in horror as he drew his arm into the air before whacking one of the few male passengers with his pistol. Most of the people in the car were elderly men and women. Excluding the children onboard, Rebecca was likely the youngest among them.

      She stood. “Sir? Could you please stop hitting the passengers? You’re going to seriously injure one of them. Possibly even kill someone.”

      He narrowed his eyes at her, causing a chill to spiral up her spine. She never could control her anger, not to mention stifle her words when outraged.

      “What’s that you say?” he asked, grabbing a rifle from an overhead shelf and throwing the strap over his shoulder.

      The large man was scary, but Rebecca could do this. She straightened her body and smoothed her riding jacket. “There’s no need to hurt anyone. These people have done nothing to you. Just take what you want and move on.”

      He made it past a few more rows of seats before she’d taken her next breath. She couldn’t remember ever seeing a man as large as him move so fast. “You wanna’ say that again?”

      He was standing too close, and she took a step back. She angled her head away from him. “I only meant to point out that you don’t need to hurt anyone.”

      “What’s your name, bitch?”

      “I don’t believe it matters what my name is. It only matters that you calm down and stop hurting the passengers.” She kept her voice steady and even, letting him know she wasn’t backing down.

      The man lashed out with his pistol, clipping her on the side of her face. She spun and fell onto her knees on the seat. He leaned over her. “That so, lady?”

      Her face stung. She knew she’d have one mean bruise shortly. “Calling me lady is a step up from being called a bitch, I guess.”

      He struck her again on the same side, splitting her lip. She’d never been struck by a man before. Not once. Certainly not twice. He held the gun in the air as if he was going to strike her again and she protected her face with her hands. Perhaps, she’d be better off keeping her mouth shut to keep him from hitting her again. A tall order, indeed.

      “I’ll hit whoever I want, whenever I want. I’m gonna’ beat you every time you talk back to me. You need to learn your place.”

      “Leave the young lady alone,” an elderly man said as he rose from his seat.

      The outlaw pointed his pistol at him. “Sit your ass back down, old man. I’ll shoot the next person who stands up.”

      He pointed his pistol at Rebecca’s head. “Now I’m gonna’ ask you one more time, what’s your name?”

      “Rebecca.”

      “Rebecca who?”

      “Rebecca Adams.”

      “Well, now. See how easy that was.” He yanked a dirty bandana from a saddle bag he had draped over his shoulder beneath the rifle, then tucked the bag of stolen items inside. “Stand up and give me your hands… Rebecca Adams,” he sneered.

      She shook her head, fighting back the urge to vomit. He raised the gun to hit her again, and she pulled away from him. Sitting on her satchel, she leaned as far against the window as possible. He grabbed her by the arms and dragged her across the seat. The arm of the seat dug into her hip, causing her to wince. She’d have another big bruise there. He pulled her next to him, squeezing her wrist harder until she knew another bruise was likely forming under his dirty hand.

      “You might not care what happens to you, but how about if I shoot me one of the other women?” He aimed his weapon at the lady with two small children sitting in the seat behind her. “Maybe take out her kids while I’m at it. On second thought, it might be fun to toss them from the train, watch ‘em bounce.”

      His laugh was pure evil.

      The threatened woman whimpered and pulled her children close. Rebecca would never forgive herself if she was the reason the sweet little family didn’t live to see their husband and father again.

      “No, no, please. Here.” She held out her shaking hands. He tucked his pistol into his pants before quickly securing her wrists.

      He gave her bindings a hard tug and led Rebecca outside of the passenger car. After sliding the door shut, he jammed the newly acquired rifle through the door’s handles. “That oughta keep ‘em locked in till our business here is done.”

      She chanced a glance down at the open space between the cars. The train was moving so fast it made her knees weak and her belly do flip-flops. She tore her blurry gaze away from the tracks speeding by beneath her. Taking a deep breath, she fought the waves of nausea.

      “What exactly is our business?” If she were a gambling woman, she’d bet all her money that this man had something to do with the man in handcuffs in the next car.

      “Ain’t none of your business. All you need to know is we’re going inside this here car and taking a seat. You’re to sit next to me and not make a sound. If you don’t do what I say, I’ll haul you right back out here and toss your ass off the train. And I’ll shoot you full of holes as you’re flying through the air.”

      Rebecca shivered. As much as she’d love to see Luke and their baby in Heaven, she’d prefer to wait a few more years.

      “Yeah, I doubt you’d take kindly to that.”

      Not saying a word, she shook her head.

      Never letting go of her bound hands, he slid open the door and yanked her into the next car. He pushed her roughly into the last window seat on the left. In the middle of the aisle, a young girl stood, crossed her arms, and watched the lawman who was bent over, possibly retrieving something from the floor. His prisoner looked over his shoulder and had a cat-eating-a-mouse grin on his face that made Rebecca’s mouth go dry. She knew in her heart, that neither the outlaw nor the man holding her captive wouldn’t hesitate to hurt the unsuspecting child.

      Whatever was about to happen, couldn’t be good. Clearing her throat, Rebecca tried to get the little girl’s attention and signal for her to move on. The child merely smiled at her.

      Her abductor poked his pistol against her side. “What’d I tell you?” He dug the gun in deeper. Her side would have plenty of bruising too.

      She stared at the sheriff’s bent-over body and thought back to when she watched him board the train. Something about him seemed vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on it. For the time being, she couldn’t begin to concentrate enough to worry about who he was or how she might have known him. He would surely turn around soon, and she’d be able to see his face. She only prayed they would both survive this ordeal.

      The man gripping her arm, dug his pistol into her side again, harder this time. “You’d best not be tryin’ to get the sheriff’s attention. I’d just as soon kill him now, but my brother might want the pleasure of puttin’ him in his grave.”

      It wasn’t a surprise that the two huge men were brothers. Would her kidnapper really shoot the sheriff in the back? Unwilling to call him out on his threat, she bit back any sarcastic remarks and looked out the window.

      Rebecca leaned harder against the seat’s back and squeezed her eyes shut, hoping to figure out a way to get the child, the sheriff, and herself out of this mess.

      Or better yet, maybe this was nothing more than a bad dream she would wake up from.
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