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      Spring crept up into the mountains, melting the snow and letting the earth breathe again. The fields were a light green with wildflowers popping up to celebrate the new season. The air was fresh, the mountains a beautiful purple in the distance, and the sky bluer than blue. By the start of March, the pass into town was open again, and the snow had melted enough to travel to town from the Davison Ranch. It was just in time, too. The brothers were running low on supplies and a trip to town was needed.

      Travis Davison brought the horses out of the stable and hitched them up in front of the wagon. When he was ready, he whistled, and his brother Cole stepped out of the ranch house.

      Cole looked up, pushing his hat right back.

      “Weather is looking good,” he said. “A little more warmth and we can turn out the herd.”

      Travis nodded. Winter was always harsh on the animals, with little food to counter the energy they spent to keep themselves warm. They made it through the tough season, losing none of the cows. It would be a good summer.

      “Walk on,” Travis said, holding the reins while Cole hopped up on the seat next to him.

      They rode two miles into town, walking the horses through the pass. Carson Valley lay at the foot of a stretch of mountains, a pioneer town with enough folk wanting to settle to make it a place to call home.

      It was good to see people again. The winter snowed Travis and Cole into the mountain for three months, and it could be a lonely life up there. They rode the wagon along the hard dirt road and nodded at the townsfolk as they went along.

      Cole and Travis stopped in front of Murray’s store and walked in with a list of things they needed. Wire to fix the fences where the weather took its toll, a new hammer after Travis misplaced his, extra feed for the herd to fatten them for the auction in the fall.

      “Morning, boys,” Murray said when they were ready to pay. “Mighty fine weather we’ve been having. I half expected a bad start to the season after last month’s storm.”

      “Oh,” Cole said, shrugging. “You ought to let mother nature do her thing and trust we’ll get out on the other end.”

      Travis nodded, not joining in on the conversation. Sometimes mother nature took more than she gave back, and survival out west wasn’t always easy. It's a miracle they’d made it this far. Handling a ranch with just two brothers and a few helping hands was hard work, but Travis and Cole came out west to make a new life, and that's what they intended to do.

      “You boys hear what the Reverend is up to?” Murray asked.

      Travis glanced up at the man. He'd grown a beard since they’d seen him last and his belly seemed to have grown too. Cole shook his head.

      “Well, you just go on and have a look at that notice board. He’s starting all sorts of madness here, talking about preventing a brothel in these parts. If you ask me, a little female companionship is nothing to be shy about.”

      Travis chuckled.

      “We’ll have a look,” he said. Cole paid for the supplies while Travis loaded them onto the wagon. A commotion drew his attention at the meeting house and he glanced over. Men huddled around the notice board. Travis fastened the load and leaned against the wagon, watching the men. They were pushing and tugging and talking, laughing now and then when someone cracked a joke. Reverend Shreve walked out of the meeting house wearing his black coat and a wide-brimmed hat.

      “Now, gentlemen, let’s do this one at a time, please,” he said.

      “Let’s go see what that’s all about,” Cole said when he came out of the shop. Travis shrugged and fell into step next to his younger brother. They approached the group of men.

      “Travis, Cole,” Reverend Shreve called out. “So good to see you again!”

      Some men turned and shook their hands.

      “Look at this,” Gideon said, pointing at the notice board. “Women! All the way from the East. Reverend Shreve orders them for us like you order sugar.”

      Cole chuckled. “I bet they’re just as sweet,” he said.

      Travis nudged his brother. Women should be respected, not auctioned off like cattle.

      Reverend Shreve walked toward the brothers.

      “It’s not like that,” he said. “I don’t want the men looking for other ways to keep themselves busy. A brothel or a saloon in town is the last thing we need for a bunch of men with no women to keep their heads straight. A healthy marriage is just what we need.”

      “Sounds like a lot of work,” Cole said with a grin.

      Reverend Shreve shook his head. “Don’t tell me you don’t want a wife around the house,” he said. “I know how lonely it can get up at that ranch of yours.”

      Travis looked at the notice again. Women from the East, it said. Order your bride today.

      “I have direct contact with the agencies in various cities. Women sign up to come out West and marry strapping young lads with a will to work and create a new life with them. What do you boys think? Something that might tickle your fancy?”

      It sounded like trouble to Travis. He hadn’t needed help to find a woman back in the day. That was before traveling West and all the heartache that came with it. Now, there just wasn’t any space in his old heart for another run.

      “Maybe it’s something to consider,” he heard Cole saying, and he rolled his eyes. Imagine that, ordering a wife like you ordered sugar. The whole thing was ridiculous.

      “What about you, Travis?” Reverend Shreve asked, and Travis snapped his eyes to the town’s holy man. “Don’t you want to settle down? Holy matrimony pleases the Lord and us men are just better with a woman behind us.

      “No, thank you,” Travis said. He turned around and marched to the wagon. He got into the driver’s seat and waited for his brother, who stood with his thumbs hooked into his suspenders, talking to the Reverend. He couldn’t be considering this madness?

      The nerve! And Shreve telling Travis he might need a wife… Who was the Reverend to tell him he needed to take a wife? If the Lord blessed marriage, why was Travis alone now? No. There was no reason for him to open his heart to someone again. Travis had experienced enough pain for one lifetime. The last thing he needed was more of the same.
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      June brought warm weather and high spirits. The city of Richmond seemed to come alive when the weather was good, and everything was better than usual. Caroline left all that behind. Richmond, Virginia had nothing to offer her anymore. The only way forward was to find a new life somewhere else, a place that wouldn’t remind her of how much she’d lost.

      Caroline hadn’t planned to be a mail-order bride from the start. After things had taken a turn for the worst, she’d considered picking up the pieces and seeing what she could salvage of a life that was once perfect. It wasn’t until she’d seen the advert for mail-order brides that she’d considered starting over.

      Caroline had never been married. Finding a husband hadn’t been on her list of things to do, what with her needing to sort out her father’s gambling debts and all the other nasty businesses he’d left behind. Dealing with the loss was one thing. Realizing that the one person you’d always trusted had been a liar and a cheat was an eye-opener that had come all too soon.

      Traveling West had become the answer to all her problems. Carson Valley, Wyoming would be the start of a new life for her. She’d heard about the West, about how they were colonizing it and building towns and cities just as spectacular as what they had created in the East.

      Caroline had left Richmond more than a month ago. Traveling across the new terrain had been all but smooth sailing. At night, they stopped to stay over at inns beside the road only to repeat the process the next day. At every stop, folk got off to be replaced by other folk.

      They had traveled more than a thousand miles and Caroline was just about sick of traveling when the driver announced the final stop. When they pulled into the small town of Merit, two more people stepped off and a woman joined Caroline. She sat opposite, and she fussed with the bag on her lap.

      “I don’t enjoy the coach,” she said. “Not one bit. All this jostling!”

      Caroline nodded. “I’ve had a month of jostling,” she said. “It gets to be too much.”

      “A month? Bless me, I would never survive a trip like that. Mind you, when I came out West with my Eustace, we had ox wagons and cut our own way through the underbrush. That’s a sight more than jostling I can tell you that.”

      “I can imagine,” Caroline said.

      “Where are you headed then, dearie?” the woman asked.

      “Carson Valley. I’m to marry a Mr. Davison.”

      The woman’s eyes widened.

      “You mean to marry one of the Davison brothers? Well, that’s something! I didn’t know either of them was in the market for a wife. Mind you, I’ve been away for two months now, visiting my sister in Merit. Men can change their minds, just wake up one day and say, I’m in want of a wife. I’m headed back to Carson Valley right now. You and I will be neighbors, then!”

      “I can’t tell you how good it is to have at last one familiar face,” Caroline said. “Mrs…”

      “Martha. Call me Martha. Tell me all about yourself. Where did you come from and how did you find yourself to be married to one of the Davison brothers?”

      Caroline looked out the small window at the ever-changing landscape.

      “I’ve been sent here as a bride,” she said. “Ordered by mail by a Reverend Shreve.”

      “So!” Martha exclaimed. “The Reverend has mentioned his plans of starting up a service like that. I didn’t believe the man would succeed. This is great news. Our town needs good women.”

      Caroline smiled. Her stomach tightened in knots thinking about the step she took. Offering yourself to be a bride to a stranger was getting popular these days, but that didn’t make it any less scary. To be carted across the country and married in a town you have never heard of, to a man you’ve never seen, was crazy.

      “You’re brave,” Martha said, still talking. “I can imagine how difficult a journey like this must be. To leave everything you know behind and come out here alone…when we traveled West, it was in a group. We knew each other and no matter what hardship we faced, we were in it together.”

      Caroline nodded and smiled, letting the older woman talk.

      “You’ll like the Davison brothers, I think,” Martha carried on. “Although they both can be very difficult. They live on the ranch next to mine, but it’s a mile or two apart, these homesteads. A lot of lonely days.”

      Martha was quiet for a while, leaving Caroline alone with her thoughts. She tried to imagine what it would be like to live alone with a man she didn’t know, to run a ranch when she knew nothing of ranching, where everything would be so different.

      “Are you sure it’s the Davison brothers you’re referring to?” Martha asked. “You don’t mean Mr. Davies?”

      Caroline shook her head. “It’s definitely Davison.” The letter was in her pocket, crinkling whenever she moved so she couldn’t forget about it. The Reverend Shreve communicated with her directly.

      “I’m just asking because it looks very unlikely that it might be them. Stranger things have happened, right?” She laughed. Caroline forced a smile. She worried now. What did she mean when she said it seemed unlikely?

      The coach arrived, pulling up to a platform. The coachman opened the door and Caroline let Martha step out first before following her. When her feet were on the ground, she looked around.

      Carson Valley was a small town with a few wooden buildings lining up along the main road that stretched from the platform. The rest of the country was wild, overgrown bush with mountains in the distance and rolling hills.

      “Miss Dupree?” someone called and Caroline turned around to the voice that must belong to the person expecting her. A man walked toward her. He wore pants with leather chaps over them, a checkered shirt and a brown hat against the sun. Dark hair curled around his ears, brushing his collar, and a pair of dark eyes captivated her.

      “I’m Cole Davison,” he said, taking the bag the coachman unloaded from the roof of the stage coach. “I’m here to collect you.”

      “Call me Caroline,” she said. “If we are to be married, we might as well start off on the right foot.”

      Cole shook his head. “Oh, no. I’m not… I mean, you’re for…” he sighed, trying to find his words. “My brother Travis is the man you’ll marry.”

      Caroline looked around. Why had Cole come to pick her up if he would not marry her? Maybe Travis was busy.

      “I am here to receive you and take you back to our ranch,” he said. “My brother has a lot to do today and couldn’t get time off to come into town.”

      Caroline nodded. Martha marched up to her, her own bags in hand.

      “I’ll see you around, dearie,” she said. “You don’t be scared to shout when you need something, now.” She looked at Cole. “Mr. Davison,” she said and turned to walk away.

      “You’ve met our neighbor,” Cole said, smiling. “Making friends already. It’s a great start.”

      Cole gestured toward a wagon with two horses and Caroline walked toward it, taking the hand he offered to help her up. Cole clicked his tongue and flicked the reins, turning the horses around. With a jolt, they were off.

      The ranch was beautiful. They drove through a great deal of landscape before reaching the wooden ranch house. Cole helped Caroline down from the wagon and fetched her bag from the back.

      “This way,” he said, leading the way to the porch in front of the house.

      The door opened, and a man stepped out so similar in looks to Cole that he had to be Travis, the other Davison brother.

      His dark eyes fell on Caroline and he frowned.

      “Who is this?” he asked Cole.

      Caroline stepped forward, holding out her hand.

      “I’m Caroline,” she said. “Your bride.”

      Travis looked at Cole. He didn’t look excited or even nervous. He looked surprised. Shocked, in fact.

      “Travis…” Cole started. Travis shook his head and glared at Caroline one more time before storming off.
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      “Travis,” Cole called, running after him. Travis didn’t stop. He didn’t want to hear what Cole had to say.

      “Stop, don’t you walk away from me. Come on, just give it a chance.”

      “How dare you!” Travis cried, spinning around and coming face to face with his brother. He wanted to crack him on the jaw. He wanted to grab the man and strangle him for what he’d done. “I told you I didn’t want a wife. After Lily…damn you! You can’t just replace someone like that.”

      Cole shook his head.

      “I knew you would be angry, but just give her a chance. I see how you’re just going through the motions day in and day out. I want you to live again.”

      “So you ordered me a wife, like that would make everything better?”

      He looked over Cole’s shoulder. Caroline stood on the porch, clutching onto her bag like it could keep her afloat when she was in way over her head. She heard the whole conversation, he knew. He didn’t care. Cole messed up, he could fix it.

      “Just give her a chance,” Cole pleaded.

      Travis grabbed Cole’s shirt and yanked him closer.

      “Listen to me,” he said. “I’m not interested. I don’t want a wife. Make sure this is fixed before sunset or else you and I will have problems.”

      He let go of the shirt and stormed off, leaving Cole behind, cursing.

      Travis was out the whole day. He didn’t want to go back to the ranch house if Caroline would be there. He couldn’t bear to look at her.

      The sun was setting over the ranch, the sun low, touching the world with fingers of gold. Travis didn’t notice the beauty. He mulled over the woman Cole brought home. The more he thought about it, the angrier he became.

      The nerve! His younger brother sent for a wife without his consent and now she was here, expecting Travis to wife her. Well, she might have wanted a husband, but he didn’t want a wife. If Cole wanted to be so daring, he could marry her himself. Travis had no intention of taking a wife again.

      Travis did all his chores around the ranch, and then some. He rode around on his horse, inspecting the fences even though he’d done that a week ago. He barely saw anything his eyes landed on, though. He had a bitter taste at the back of his throat and he couldn’t seem to shake the anger he carried around like a cloak.

      He would not marry that woman. Cole couldn’t force him to do anything. Having her here meant nothing, he was under no obligation. Travis would not get attached again. Loving someone only meant more pain when they were ripped away.

      The sun dipped below the horizon when one of Travis’s stable hands ran to him, waving his hat. Travis pulled up his horse and threw his leg over the saddle, sliding off the side.

      “I was just in town,” the stable hand said, breathing hard after running. “There are rumors. There have been bandit sightings out on the Harley ranch.”

      The stable hand leaned on his knees, trying to catch his breath. Travis thanked the man and sent him on his way. Bandits ran rampant in the summer, stealing and murdering if that was what it came down to. They were more trouble than wild animals. Travis didn’t need that on top of everything else that had just gone wrong in his life.

      He mounted his horse and turned the animal back to the ranch house. He knew what he would do. Caroline had to go home. He would not marry her and she couldn’t stay here. She was just another mouth to feed. And what if something went wrong, and the bandits found their way onto the Davison Ranch? She would just be in the way, another body to protect. Women always needed protecting, and she was not Travis’s problem. She had to go, and soon. Before the end of the week, he wanted her gone.

      If he could drive her down to town before the sun set all the way, she could stay somewhere in Carson Valley, perhaps with Reverend Shreve, considering this was his doing.

      Travis rode his horse into the stable, pulling off the saddle and bridle and letting the stable hand brush the animal down. All the while, he practiced what he would say. This blue-eyed, blonde-haired beauty would not sway him. He had to be short and to the point. And Cole wouldn’t get in a word or he would make matters worse again.

      When Travis was ready, he walked to the house, climbing the two steps to the house and stomping his feet outside the door to get rid of the mud and dust before he set foot in the kitchen.
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      The sun had sunk below the horizon, Caroline’s first sunset out West, and a terrible wave of homesickness washed over her. She was in a strange town with a man that didn’t want her and nothing for a future stretched out in front of her.

      God, Travis’s face when Cole had told him she was to be his wife… Cole hadn’t told Travis about his plans to bring her to Carson Valley for him. Travis had been shocked and angry and didn’t look like he was in want of a wife.

      After he’d stormed off, Cole turned around looking sheepish and apologized for his brother’s behavior. He hadn’t apologized for what he’d done. He hadn’t apologized for dragging Caroline a thousand miles across the country in a stage coach, bouncing around, to be offered as a gift that wouldn’t be accepted.

      “It seems to me,” she’d said, “that you and your brother have a communication problem.”

      After that, Cole showed Caroline to her room, and she’d spent the rest of the afternoon there, watching the sunset through her window. It was a nice room. The ranch house was a good house as far as they went out in the West, built of wood with decent sized rooms that had windows all facing the sun. It was well decorated for use, not fancy. It was the kind of place Caroline would have liked to be the mistress of.

      The chances of that happening had become very slim.

      Someone knocked on her door.

      “I’ve prepared supper,” Cole said through the door.

      “I’ll be there in a moment,” Caroline answered. She poured water from the pitcher to wash her hands and smooth back her hair before she left the room.

      The kitchen was a fair size and warm, with a wood stove in the corner still burning to warm up the house. A lantern on the table shed enough light to show a meal of bread, cheese, meat and fresh vegetables.

      “You cooked?” Caroline asked.

      Cole nodded and waited until Caroline sat down before he took his own seat. “When there is no woman, you learn to make do,” he said.

      Was that why he’d gotten her to come out to Carson Valley? Because they needed someone to run the household?

      “About earlier,” Cole started.

      Caroline shook her head. “Let’s not talk about that now. It will do well to speak to Travis first.”

      Cole nodded and tore off a piece of bread.

      “Tell me about the town instead, the people here. If I will be staying for a while I might as well know.”

      Cole glanced at her. “Well, we’re not in town often. We do what we can here to survive and only ride into town when we need supplies. It’s a lonely life out here, I’m not going to lie about it, and it's mighty hard work. But we’re free. We create our own existence.”

      Caroline nodded. The idea of freedom after what she’d left behind was enticing. Running away from her past and moving into the future felt good.

      “Carson Valley looks like a nice town,” she said. “Homey. Welcoming.”

      Cole nodded. “It is. We all stick up for each other. Folk who break new ground tend to form bonds and some men here were the first to build on the raw land. It makes it personal. We don’t have many women around these parts, those who were brave enough to venture into the wild with us are few. Martha, our neighbor, is one of them.”

      “What about you?” Caroline asked. “Did you come here with any women?”

      Cole looked up at her, his face difficult to read.

      “Not everyone makes it out here,” he said. “It’s new land, and it took a while before a doctor made his way out West. It’s just one of those things.”

      Caroline wanted to ask more. Who had they lost? What had happened? The kind of life out here seemed so much harsher and unforgiving. It was a great risk to break away from an already settled community and create something new. With it came great reward, but it couldn’t be easy.

      Before she said something, the door into the kitchen banged open. The flame in the lantern flickered and the night air burst into the room along with Travis, who looked angry. He was a tall man, muscular from years of physical work. His eyes were dark, and he had a scowl on his face. He removed his hand and hung it on a hook just inside the door.

      Caroline watched him as he walked to an empty chair and sat down. He dished a plate of food for himself and ate. He said nothing. Caroline didn’t either. Tension hung thick in the air and Caroline focused on her own food, trying to ignore the charged atmosphere around her.

      “There have been bandit sightings,” Travis said. “One of the stable hand told me.”

      Cole looked up. “That’s not good.” He glanced at Caroline and cleared his throat. “We’ll discuss it later. I’ve set Miss Dupree up in the guest room.”

      Caroline glanced from Cole to Travis. Travis shook his head, swallowing the food he’d been chewing on. His face was an expressionless mask.

      “That’s unnecessary,” he said. “I’ll see to it that Miss Dupree finds her way East again in the morning. I’ll pay her ticket.”

      Cole looked down at his food.

      “Excuse me,” Caroline said, speaking up. They were talking about her like she wasn’t even there. She could fend for herself, thank you. “I won’t be going back East.”

      Cole frowned at her. Travis froze.

      “I don’t intend on marrying you, ma’am,” Travis said. It was polite as can be, but the words stung. He was rejecting her. At least Travis hadn’t been the one to ask for her. It was a misunderstanding, not a rejection. Even seeing it like that didn’t quite take the sting away.

      “Well, I don’t intend on going back East. There is no life for me there, I have no home to call my own. I might as well start over if that’s what I need to do and Carson Valley looks like a fine place to do it in. If it’s no bother to you, I will stay here only until I can make other arrangements. I’ll work on the ranch to earn my keep.”

      Caroline looked from Travis back to Cole. Cole’s mouth was open, gasping for words. Travis cleared his throat once and then again. When Cole looked at his brother, Travis shrugged.

      “I can’t see why not,” Cole said.

      Travis grunted. “I don’t know about that. It’s a hard life out here to adjust to for a city girl.”

      A steely resolve settled in Caroline’s chest. If people like Martha could make it out here, so could she.

      “I am a hard worker and a fast learner,” she said. “If I can’t do it already, I’ll make sure I figure out how.”

      She didn’t want to go back to Richmond where the life her father had left behind haunted her, where she would live in his shadow forever.

      Travis shook his head and speared a piece of meat with his fork, putting it in his mouth and chewing.

      “I don’t see a problem with that,” Cole said to his brother, even though Travis refused to make eye contact. By the candle light, his features were harsh, his mouth a thin line. It was hard to imagine Travis being a loving person and Caroline wondered if she hadn’t dodged a bullet through his refusal. “We could always use more help around the ranch,” Cole added.

      Travis chewed hard. The room was quiet, the only sound breaking the silence was the soft pop of the candles on the table between them. Travis looked up. His eyes were dark pools of black.

      “Fine,” Travis said. “You do what you need to do. But you can only stay until you find yourself a new place to stay, be it in town at the lodging house or with a new husband.”

      He got up and walked away, leaving his food half-eaten and his brother at a loss for words.
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      Sleep didn’t come easily on nights like these. After a hard day’s work, Travis’s bones ached, and he’d pushed himself mighty hard. There were bandits out there, looking for all kinds of trouble, and the clouds were so clear you could see stars for miles. It was on nights like this that he missed his Lily something awful. She used to be fascinated by the stars.

      Travis had spent all day trying to avoid Caroline. She’d made herself useful in and around the house, cleaning where the men hadn’t had time to, feeding the pig and the chickens, collecting eggs. She’d taken to the ranch life like she was made for it. Caroline had lunch ready when the men had returned from the fields and she was kind even though Travis had gone out of his way not to talk to her.

      Cole had made conversation and Travis had listened.

      She was something else, he had to give her that. She hadn’t lied when she’d told him she could work hard. She’d only been around a short time and already she was proving her worth.

      And she wasn’t hard to look at, either. Beautiful blue eyes, large and innocent, and a smile that was as quick as it was brilliant. Her voice was soft, he couldn’t imagine the likes of her shouting at a body, and she moved with grace even when she did the most mundane of chores.

      She was a fighter, too. She didn’t let a man tell her what to do unless she agreed. The conversation at supper that first night had been a glimpse into her character; making a new life out here when he’d been ready to send her home was no easy feat.

      Travis rolled around in bed, unable to get comfortable. He stood up and left the room. Fresh air; he needed to get out and breathe. The night had a magical quality to it, the kind that only came around when it was past midnight. When he stepped out onto the dark porch, he breathed in deeply and blew the air out again.

      He let his eyes travel over the silvery landscape that was his ranch by moonlight.

      A dark figure drew his attention. The first thing that ran through his mind was that the bandits had made it onto his ranch. The wind picked up and soft hair blew in the breeze, a dark shadow in the dim light of the moon.

      “Caroline?” he asked.

      “I couldn’t sleep,” she said in a breathy voice. She had gotten a scare, too.

      “Me either,” Travis said and leaned against the wall next to the door. He hadn’t meant to come out here for company. He’d wanted to enjoy the silence, the beauty of the night, alone.

      “It’s all so different out here,” Caroline said. He turned his head toward her to catch the words that threatened to blow away in the wind. “This is nothing like Richmond. A part of me feels free. A part of me feels lost.”

      Travis frowned.

      “What made you do it?” he asked.

      “Do what?”

      He pulled up his shoulders, feeling like a fool for being interested.

      “Come out here on a whim, looking for a husband you’ve never met.”

      She turned her face and he could trace her profile against the inky blue sky. She had fine features, the kind of profile you saw on those expensive brooches sometimes.

      “I had nothing left back home. After my father passed away…”

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” Travis said, and he meant it. If there was anyone who understood, it was him. “Surely, you had friends, family?”

      Caroline shook her head. “It was only my Pa and me. And after he passed I realized how much debt he had. He left behind nothing but a big mess for me to clean up. I knew he had a problem, the tables always called his name, but I didn’t know it had gone that far. By the time I’d covered the debt, I didn’t have much left for myself.”

      “So, you were left with nothing and no one, a woman in a city, alone?”

      She nodded and chuckled. “Sounds downright sad, doesn’t it?”

      Travis shook his head. “We all have our stories, I guess.”

      Caroline nodded. “We do. What’s yours, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “Who says I have a story?” he asked.

      Caroline pulled up her shoulders. “A man doesn’t choose a permanent frown for himself if he doesn’t have something that’s eating at him.”

      A constant frown? Travis hadn’t realized he’d become so sullen.

      “Well, it’s not a pretty story, I’ll tell you that. I came out to Carson Valley when we’d heard the town was flourishing. We heard there was land out here to be claimed. Back East where I’d grown up, there wasn’t that much left to call our own, everyone wanted a bit of it, and after a while it was all gone.”

      Caroline nodded. “I can see how that would happen. Everyone is eager for a piece of land they can call their own.”

      “Right,” Travis said. “Anyway, I spoke to my family about it and we decided to up and leave for a new town, the three of us. Cole had never had his eye on a lady and me and Lily were talking about new land we could claim for our future children.”

      “You were married?” Caroline asked.

      Travis nodded. “She was just like her name suggested, a beautiful flower. Soft-spoken and kind but tough as nails underneath it all. The ideal woman.”

      “What happened?” Caroline asked when he fell quiet, thinking about the one woman who had made him feel like he could conquer the world.

      “Pneumonia,” he said. There was nothing more to add to that. He did, anyway. “We tried everything we could, but she went backward all the way until, I lost her.” His breath hitched, but he pushed on. “By the time we landed here in Carson Valley and Cole secured the ranch, it was just the two of us. She would have loved this piece of land.”

      Travis scratched his head. Why had he told Caroline his life’s story? Sure, she was easy to talk to, but she didn’t have to know he was hurting so.

      “I’m so sorry,” Caroline said, but it wasn’t the words she spoke that made Travis realize she understood the depth of his pain. It was the way she said it. “I understand why this is so hard for you. I apologize for that.”

      Travis shook his head. “You couldn’t have known when Cole sent for you,” he said.

      Caroline turned toward Travis.

      “That doesn’t make it any less hard,” she said.

      They stood together in silence for a while. “I should probably get some sleep,” Caroline spoke again. “Tomorrow, Cole and I are going to see Reverend Shreve.”

      Travis frowned. “What for?”

      “I’m hoping he will set me up with a husband. I promised I would make my stay here as brief as I could. I fell in love with the West the moment I came here, you see. I’d like to stay if I can.”

      Something twisted in Travis’s gut. He couldn’t tell what it was or why. Caroline stood before him for a moment and he looked into her eyes. They were drowning deep in the near darkness.

      “Good night, Travis,” she said. She opened the door and disappeared inside. Travis stayed outside, looking at the stars.

      Caroline wasn’t Lily. She could never replace his wife. But she was something else—the kind of woman he didn’t just come across. Was he wrong to push her away? He shook his head. No. He couldn’t do this. He needed more time.
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      The trip into town the next morning was refreshing. Caroline had spent the last couple of days working hard at the ranch, proving that the Davison brothers hadn’t made a mistake to let her stay. She’d sorted out the ranch house as best she could, cleaning what two men hadn’t been able to take care of.

      The morning was crisp, the night air still present. The sun hadn’t been out long enough to drive away the cold. Birds chirped in the trees. As they descended to the town of Carson Valley, the air was colder still.

      “I can’t get used to the beauty out here,” Caroline said to Cole. He’d been silent save for a click of the tongue or a whistle to speak to the horses pulling the wagon.

      “You never get used to it,” he said. “I’ve been here going on three years now and it’s still as beautiful as ever. Spring is my favorite, when the flower buds burst through the snow.”

      Caroline nodded. She could imagine it. Richmond had been full of dust and black carriages, wooden houses, and smoke. The women’s multi-colored dresses had provided the only color.

      Cole stopped wagon in town and helped Caroline off.

      “You’ll find Reverend Shreve in the meeting house,” Cole said, pointing at a white building with a notice board set up in front. “I’m going to run some errands. You come and find me when you’re done and we’ll head back together.”

      Caroline nodded and Cole walked off. She turned and took a deep breath before walking into the meeting house. She was nervous. It had been a difficult thing to up and leave everything she knew behind. She had been prepared to come out to the West and marry a man she had never seen before, only heard of in letters.

      Now she was here and attempting the same thing over again, and she was just as nervous as she’d been before, even if she didn’t have to make a journey all over again. She would marry a stranger all the same, and the stay here, although pleasant, hadn’t been without unpleasantries.

      Reverend Shreve was kind about the situation when Caroline explained it to him.

      “Let’s sit down and have a chat in my office, you and me,” he said. “I should have known something was up when Cole came to see me. I was just so happy he was thinking about settling down. He’s never thought about marrying before, you see.”

      Caroline nodded. She didn’t want to know about how unlikely it was that she would be wanted but she didn’t want to be rude.

      “Now, I have a whole list of men who are interested in a wife,” he continued. “I’m sure we can find you the right match with little effort at all. We just need to go through it.”

      “Will it be possible to meet the men?” Caroline asked. “I would prefer hearing it from his own mouth if a man wants me. I don’t think I can handle this kind of rejection twice.”

      Reverend Shreve smiled and nodded.

      “Of course, I understand you perfectly. I will introduce you to some of the town’s most eligible bachelors. No reason why we can’t do this traditionally.”

      Caroline watched as Reverend Shreve worked his way down a list of names before he finally nodded.

      “I will keep you updated,” he said. “Before we finish, I want to know; are you happy staying at the Davison Ranch until we sort this out? I don’t want you to be unhappy. The Davison brothers are good men but if anything bothers you, we’d best be sorting it out as soon as we can.”

      Caroline shook her head. “There will be no need for that, Reverend. They’ve been nothing but kind and assured me I will have a room with them until I find myself a husband.”

      Reverend Shreve nodded, satisfied.

      “Well, I’ll come to see you next week and we’ll talk about what I can do for you,” he said. Caroline thanked him, got up, and left the meeting house.

      Soon she would be married. It wouldn’t be the same as she had thought when she’d come here, but it didn’t matter. She would marry a man and it would be settled. She wouldn’t have known who she was marrying, anyway. The fact that it was yet another stranger now didn’t make a difference.

      The only problem was that she’d gotten to know Cole and Travis a little better now, especially Travis, and she felt like there was at least one place she belonged. If only Travis would marry her after all… She shook off the thought. Thinking that way would only make her miserable, and she had decided her fate. She would rather stay here in Carson Valley and marry another than go back to Richmond to live a life she didn’t belong in anymore.

      When Caroline reached the place where Cole had parked the wagon, the wagon was gone. She looked around. He’d said he needed to run errands and she should find him. She didn’t know Carson Valley or the residents all that well.

      It was a beautiful day and Caroline had a lot of pent-up emotions. It had been a rough month and a half. If she walked home, she could get rid of the emotions and Cole could pick her up when he headed home and found her.

      The plan seemed like a sound one and she walked along the way they’d come. There was only one way that led through the pass before it branched into three, leading to the different ranches.

      Caroline had made it about two miles on foot when she heard horses behind her. Cole had headed home. She was just about done walking, having gone so far. She was hot and thirsty; her face was flush and her hair stuck to her forehead in a most unflattering way. A ride home was more than welcome.

      She turned to face Cole and frowned. Three men on horses approached her, none of them familiar. She stepped to the side to make way for the men to pass. They wore bandanas over their faces so she could see nothing but their eyes. They pulled their horses up around her.

      “Well, what do we have here?” one of them asked in a muffled voice.

      “Looks to me like a little treat on the side of this road here,” another said.

      Caroline tasted her heart in her throat. Something told her these men were not friendly.

      “If you’ll just let me on my way, I won’t be a bother,” she said in a thin voice. She turned toward the pass, determined to do what she’d said when one of the riders came in close with his horse.

      “No need,” he said. “We’ll give you a ride.”

      The other two men laughed. He swooped down and grabbed her, pulling her onto the horse in front of him like she weighed nothing. He kicked his horse, and the animal leaped into the air, shooting forward like a bullet.

      Caroline screamed.
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      There was always work on the ranch. From the moment the sun rose until the moment it set, there was something to do.

      Travis had been up since before sunrise, working in the stable. His mind wouldn’t leave him alone. It was full of Caroline and her tragedies. They were so much more alike than Travis had thought at first. When Cole had brought this woman home for him to marry, Travis had been irritated, upset, and angry that Cole would think to replace the memories and feelings Travis still had for his late wife. Now, Caroline was looking different in his eyes.

      There was something that set people who had lost a loved one apart from the rest. The days of pioneering and breaking new ground were dangerous; there was always a price to pay, and losing lives was a part of it. When that loss happened, it was so much worse than anyone could foresee.

      And Caroline seemed to understand that.

      Since Lily’s death, Travis had never felt understood.

      He brushed down his horse. The animal’s smooth coat shone with his efforts. The work was therapeutic and let Travis’s mind wander while he worked.

      Caroline’s presence hadn’t only allowed him to realize that he was not alone. Her arrival had been an irritation, but since then, he’d noticed her in a way he hadn’t noticed anyone in years. She’d woken up something inside him he’d thought had died with Lily.

      Caroline was beautiful. She was graceful and stubborn, ready to do what was asked of her and more. But she was also kind and understanding. How long had it been since he’d found something similar in someone? How long had it been since he had liked someone again?

      It wasn’t love by a long shot, but adoration was more than he’d felt since Lily’s death. All he’d known until now was bitterness and resentment, pain and sorrow.

      Travis heard the wagon pull up outside the stable. He hadn’t realized how long he’d been in the stable. There was so much work to do, and he’d stood there, brushing down his horse, daydreaming about a woman.

      He walked outside. How had it gone with the Reverend? The idea that Caroline would leave them soon was uncomfortable. Travis would have liked her to stay. He wouldn’t tell her his feelings were overpowering, he wasn’t ready to tell her that yet, but if she stayed, it would make him a happy man.

      Cole jumped from the wagon as Travis stepped into the sunlight. He was alone. A hollow feeling opened in Travis’s chest. Had she left them already?

      “Where is she?” Travis demanded. If Cole had gotten rid of her as fast as he’d brought her here, they would have problems.

      When Cole turned around to look at Travis, he knew right away something was wrong. Cole’s face was riddled with panic; he was breathing hard, his eyes wide.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “They took her,” Cole said in a breathy voice.

      “Who?” Travis demanded.

      “Mike Harley was riding up through the pass and he saw a bandit grab Caroline.”

      Travis’s stomach turned to stone. His blood ran cold.

      “What the hell was she doing in the pass alone?” he shouted.

      “I don’t know. I told her to find me when she was done. I don’t know why she walked home instead.”

      “Dammit!” Travis felt like he was being ripped apart.

      “We have to do something about it,” he said. He turned and ran for the ranch house with Cole right behind him. They burst into the kitchen. Travis ran through to the living room and took the shotgun from the mantle where they kept it.

      “She might be lost, Travis,” Cole said, watching his brother loading the gun with powder.

      Travis shook his head, his fingers quick with the gun.

      “We’re not losing her,” he said. “Not this time.”

      He looked at Cole, whose eyes were glued to the gun.

      “We will get her back,” Travis said with conviction. “I don’t care what it takes.”

      Cole frowned.

      “You care for her, don’t you?”

      Travis pushed past his brother and marched back outside. He shouted for stable hands to ready the horses and they jumped into action.

      “She’s a woman. God knows what they’ll do to her.”

      Cole had retrieved a handgun and was checking it for powder.

      “We’ll do what we can,” Cole said. “This is my fault.”

      Travis shook his head. He couldn’t blame his brother.

      Pain ripped through his chest.

      “This is Lily all over again,” he said under his breath.

      Cole turned to him.

      “This is not the same. We can still save her. We can still bring her back. We’ll go get your woman.”

      Travis shook his head. “She’s not my woman.”

      But he wished she would be. He’d been such a fool, pushing her away when she’d been right in front of him. It had only been a few short days but something about her had made him realize that he could be happy again.

      And now she was slipping through his fingers. He would not let this happen.

      He would get her back. He would hunt the bandits down no matter how long it took. He had an idea of where they would have taken her, but it would be a long ride, and they had a head start. He would make it work, though. He would get her back.

      Dammit, she was his woman.
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      Night fell. Caroline was tied up on the ground. As the sun sunk below the horizon, a chill crept in, and she shivered. She was cold down to the bone, and she was losing hope for someone to rescue her.

      It had been hours since she’d been taken and there had been no sign of life in the gorge where she was being kept other than the men around the fire.

      Three of them had taken her and they had joined up with two more. They had tied her up and left her on the ground, carrying on with their conversation as if she didn’t exist. They sat around the campfire, their horses tethered to a tree nearby, and they talked and laughed.

      It was better than what they could have done to her, but Caroline was terrified. She wanted to go back to the ranch.

      The ropes around her wrists cut into her skin. She’d tried to wriggle free and worn her skin thin. Her throat was raw from screaming all the way to the gorge while she’d been flung across the saddle, and her bones ached from being thrown around and jostled.

      Caroline looked up at the sky. A myriad of stars covered the sky like pinpricks of light in the night. Travis was out there, somewhere. The stars reminded her of him. He had a fascination with the stars, she’d noticed, always looking up as soon as the sun was down.

      Caroline fought the tears that threatened to spill over her cheeks. She wouldn’t cry. She would be saved, and everything would be fine.

      She’d held onto this belief the whole day and her hope was wearing thin, but she couldn’t give up.

      The bandits’ conversation fell quiet and she glanced in their direction. She could only see their silhouettes against the camp fire, but it looked like they were all looking in her direction. She looked away, praying they would leave her alone.

      “Maybe we ought to just sell her instead of waiting for someone to pay us ransom. What if they don’t care about her and no one comes for her?” one of them asked.

      “A pretty little git like her? They’ll come for her, don’t you worry,” a second said.

      “If we sell her, we know we’ll get money, for sure…or maybe we should just keep her. We need loving, too.”

      Caroline shivered. Fear clutched at her throat. Sell her? Keep her? None of the options sounded like she had a choice in the matter and that scared her. When she had come out West, she’d had dreams of starting a new life, not being a slave to someone for pleasure alone.

      One of the bandits—the one that had grabbed her—stood up and walked toward her. He grinned and stood in front of her, staring down at her. He squatted and grabbed her chin in his hand.

      Caroline flinched, trying to jerk away, but his grip was like iron and it hurt. She bit back a whimper. She would show no weakness.

      “You’re a fighter,” he said, still smiling. He had an evil look in his eyes. “I like your spirit. I had a horse like you once. Nasty animal, but I broke him. Sometimes that’s all you need.”

      Caroline jerked her head back again and he let her go so abruptly she fell backward. He snickered.

      “I’ll deal with you later. We’ll see just how strong you are.”

      The bandit walked back to the fire. Caroline’s strength was crumbling. She pushed away all thoughts of what these men could do to her. Faith—she had to have faith that everything would work out. She couldn’t see how, but she had to believe this was not the end of the line for her.

      Her kidnapper said something in a rough voice and the men all burst out laughing. The sound grated against Caroline’s skin.

      One man produced a green bottle of what had to be alcohol and they passed it around the circle, each of them sucking on the bottle before passing it on. They laughed and talked and drank and Caroline wished they would drink enough to pass out. Once they were asleep, she might try to get away.

      Her feet were tied, too, but she would try. No matter what, she would keep trying to get away from them.

      A shot rang out in the night and echoed all around them. The bandits froze for just a moment before each of them scrambled to their feet and ran to their horses. Their saddles were all on the ground and their weapons, too.

      Another shot rang out, a final warning. The bandits had armed themselves and were looking out into the darkness, their night vision impaired from looking into the flames.

      Three more shots fired, and bullets whizzed around the campfire. A bullet hit the ground so close to Caroline she stopped breathing. She fell to her side and ducked her head, praying she wouldn’t be hit.

      The fight broke loose with a storm of bullets flying overhead. The bandits shouted but they were disoriented and didn’t know where the bullets were coming from. They shot in different directions into the darkness, hoping to hit something or someone, but they didn’t know what they were shooting at.

      Someone scrambled across the ground to Caroline and she cried out, trying to back away.

      “Shh, it’s me,” he said and Caroline looked up into his face.

      “Travis?” she asked in disbelief. His dark eyes shone in the dim flicker of the campfire, his lips were pursed into a determined line.

      “You came for me,” she said, and the tears she had been biting back all day ran over her cheeks.

      “Of course I came for you. I would always come for you.”

      He touched her cheek, brushing away the tears before his hands moved to the ropes around her arms, her wrists, her feet. His fingers were quick and in no time at all, he had her loose.

      “Come on,” he said. “Keep your head down.”

      Bullets still flew overhead, a full-on shootout thundering through the night.

      “Let’s get you out of here and home,” Travis said and helped her onto his horse. The animal danced around on the spot, eager to get away from the gunfire. Travis got onto the horse behind her and wrapped his arms around her to hold the reins.

      “Hold on,” he said and kicked the horse’s sides. The animal leaped forward and they were off, sailing through the night, leaving the bullets behind.

      “What about the others?” Caroline asked as the horse’s hooves thudded on the ground. “Who’s back there?”

      “They’ll be fine. It’s Cole and a couple of friends. They know what they’re doing. They’ll follow us shortly.”

      Caroline nodded and leaned back against Travis. His body was strong and reassuring. His skin radiated heat through his clothes, warming her up. His muscles were taut as he rode, his arms pillars of strength, protecting her, saving her. She closed her eyes and let Travis take her home.
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