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Chapter 1
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As his mind and body worked through the first stages of awakening, a young man with the darkest of skin slowly opened his eyes. As with each previous morning for as long as he could remember, it took him a moment to readjust and focus. 

In the initial minutes of every day, for far too many weeks and months, he had woken not initially remembering where he was. A part of him had once been happy and alert. Now that part of him was dead. Where before there was emotion, now there was only a void of nothingness.

Sometimes he questioned why he was still alive since he felt like he served no real purpose. Whenever he asked that question, he immediately afterwards scolded himself. He knew there must have been a purpose for his being. He just had to find out what that purpose was.

Pushing out of his way the small branches of the hedge he’d slept under, he rolled onto his back. As he looked up through the green growth, he could see the sun shining. The image of light scattered among the darkness of leaves reminded him of how his life was now. For quite some time it had seemed a feeling of doom constantly surrounded him, but somewhere, he chose to believe, there must be light to be found. 

Day after day, all he saw was darkness. Regardless of how blue and clear the sky was, what he felt was more like a long, dark cloud, continuously hovering over him. He knew it had to stop. At some point, the darkness had to drift away and the void of nothingness had to be replaced. Maintaining belief that this was true was what kept him going, day after day after day.

After he rolled out from under the hedge, he stood and looked around him. In the distance, he could hear the faint trickle of flowing water. That was where he needed to go. 

Slowly he walked across the vast green of the field. As he neared the sound that was so inviting, he finally saw the tiny waves of water smoothly running along the length of a small creek. The shallowness of it looked attractive to him. 

After a cautionary glance in each direction, he walked forward until his bare feet stepped into the welcome coolness. For the longest moment he stood still, silent with his eyes closed, enjoying the simple feeling. 

After a long while he bent down, scooped some water up in his hands and drank. The coolness flowing down his throat felt refreshing, for a brief moment providing him with a glimmer of hope that maybe something good was coming.

The sound of a gunshot destroyed that hope. When he turned and saw a man riding towards him, rifle clearly visible, the young man ran. As he made his way to the edge of the road from where he'd been, he heard the gun shoot twice more. 

To his surprise and relief, he was not hit and he was not injured. Perhaps the bullets had been only to scare him into moving. If so, that had worked.

As he began to walk along the road once more, the cloud returned. Even the simple pleasure of fresh water was not something he could easily to enjoy. It did not feel right to him, but he accepted that was his life now. 

There was a plan for him, just as there was for everyone. 

He just had to keep walking until he discovered it.
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Jacob Symes stood at the window of the room he lived in at the house of his brother-in-law, Joseph. He had been working long hours at the local smithy, helping out in any way he could by using the skills he’d perfected over a lifetime. Although it was work that he truly loved, and always had, he couldn’t deny that the older he got, the more tiring the work seemed to be. 

Joseph was also the owner of the smithy, and had been brother to Jacob's late wife, Mary. With her having succumbed to illness years ago, it was a kindness of her family to welcome Jacob and his daughter, Bess, into their home.  

Bess, a young woman of almost twenty, was now married and living on Smith Ranch with her new husband, Paul Smith. It had taken time for Jacob to adjust to his little girl not being so near by. She was still within walking distance, but seeing her face early each morning and late each evening was now a previously regular occurrence that was behind them. 

Overall he was pleased with Bess's match in matrimony. Paul had proven himself a respectful young man. The fact that he was also a blacksmith apprentice – in the very trade that Jacob had always maintained a passion for – didn’t hurt in them getting on so well either. In Paul, Jacob knew Bess had found a good man, and one of a kind with his acceptance that Bess shared a love of blacksmithing. Where others might have laughed at her interest in it as a woman, Paul had found it a strength, not a weakness.

As odd as many people still found it, Jacob knew his daughter had long dreamed of becoming a blacksmith also. She still did, but he was glad she had also accepted it was unlikely she could ever make that particular dream a reality. The general consensus of society was that it was not the way a lady should live. A female blacksmith? It was unheard of! 

Regardless of how absurd it might have seemed to the general population, Bess's husband, Paul, did indeed love that she adored the idea. She had knowledge about metals, and even knew and understood the more advanced smithing processes. Paul had no hesitation in believing she would be a master smith if she were ever given the chance to truly indulge in her passion. 

As Jacob thought about his daughter and the very fortunate match she was established in, he smiled to himself. As he’d expected she would, Bess had easily adjusted to living on Paul's family ranch. He’d always known his daughter was an incredible young woman. She’d grown up with the ability to adapt to any situation, working out how to do something and then handling it with ease. In that, she often reminded Jacob of her mother. 

Mary had possessed a great inner strength that had clearly passed to her daughter. As a father, Jacob could not have imagined being able to be prouder of his little Bess.

As he dressed, he once again looked outside through the small window of his bedroom. It took him several minutes of looking before he felt certain he could see someone lying next to the pond to the rear of the large house. 

From where he was, he tried to see who it was, his curiosity great. Was it Joseph, or his wife, Sarah? No, it was definitely not either of them. Maybe it was Joseph and Sarah's housekeeper and groom, Robert? Placing his forehead against the glass in an effort to look closer, Jacob didn't think so. 

With Sarah and Joseph's two sons now living away from their home, there was no-one else residing at the home at the present time. Whoever was down there, was someone who clearly did not belong there.

Intrigued more than worried, Jacob rushed downstairs as quickly but quietly as he could. Once out in the rear yard, he walked to the pond edge and looked around. Where he was sure someone had been lying, now there was nobody. 

Accepting he must have been seeing things, he returned inside and put the inaccurate sighting out of his mind.
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“Good morning, Jacob,” he heard his brother-in-law's wife, Sarah, say as she entered the dining room the following hour. 

“And good morning to you, Sarah,” Jacob replied, smiling at her. “Joseph,” he went on to greet his brother-in-law as he followed his wife into the room. 

“And what a fine morning it is, Jacob!” Joseph exclaimed with his usual jovialness. “Today is the day that Sarah's sister, Isabella, is coming to stay with us.”

“Oh?” Jacob asked, returning his attention to Sarah. “How have I not heard of your sister before this moment, Sarah? Do tell.”

“There is no great mystery, Jacob,” Sarah said, smiling at him. “My sister is much younger than I am. We have not spent any time together since before I was married. At that time, she was still a child.”

“But you have stayed in touch all these years?” Jacob asked.

“Sadly, no,” Sarah replied, shaking her head. “However, she wrote to me last week, asking if she could come to stay, as she wishes for us to re-establish our connection.”

“You sound doubtful,” Jacob said. Sarah was one of the most positive and happy women he knew. Her current tone was highly out of character with her usual self.

“I confess that I am a little. Perhaps she is sincere ... or perhaps there is an ulterior motive behind her request. I am not sure what the reason for her sudden communication and request is, but she is my sister and I shall welcome her here to stay as long as she wishes to.”

The news made Jacob thoughtful. He’d been living with Sarah and Joseph for many months. He loved living among them, but he did find himself often wondering if perhaps it was time for him to leave. They were a married couple in love. He was sure his presence must seem like a hindrance at times. 

“I know it is well past time that I should begin looking for my own home...” he started to say. 

“No, you absolutely shall not!” Joseph and Sarah said simultaneously. The coincidence of timing in their exclamations made all three laugh. 

“No, I shall hear nothing more about such an idea, Jacob,” said Joseph. “You are staying here, and that is that!” 

Jacob smiled and nodded but had full intention of looking for somewhere else to live regardless. Now that he was working regular hours, he was earning a good wage at the smithy. There was no real reason he couldn't have his own home. 

It was more the company that he thrived on at the home of Joseph and Sarah. He had moved around a great deal when his daughter, Bess, had been younger. Everywhere they had gone, prejudice had eventually risen up and presented itself as unpleasant talk about his choice to raise his daughter alone, and not wed someone to be stepmother to Bess. While Jacob wasn’t exactly against the idea of marrying again, he was very certain he would only ever do so if he were so lucky to find true love. 

His current home in Bull Ranch Hill, Montana, was the first place he and Bess had been not only so easily accepted, but had also made real friends. Now that little Bess was gone and living her own life, Jacob knew that spending evenings with Sarah and Joseph was far more enjoyable than spending them alone.

“How is Emma, by the way?” Sarah asked, quite out of context. 

When Jacob looked at her, he could see her serious moment had drifted away and she had returned to her usual happy and cheeky self.

“I believe she is well,” he said. “Have you not seen her recently?” 

“Well, yes, but I believe you see much more of her,” Sarah replied, chuckling softly. 

Jacob couldn't help but smile. He had been seeing more of the woman who was making her mark on the small town with her dressmaking skills. 

“Stop that matchmaking of yours, Sarah!” he pretended to scold her. 

Sarah laughed out loud in response.

“I am not matchmaking, Jacob!” she said with a mischievous grin on her face. “You are doing that all by yourself.”

“Yes, yes, well that is enough of this nonsense,” Joseph said, pretending to be serious even though the sparkle in his eye indicated he wasn't at all. “Come now. Eat up and let us be on our way, Jacob. We have much to do at the smithy this morning,” he continued before he stood up, not giving Jacob much time to enjoy the food before him at all. “My dear, Robert will take you to meet the train that Isabella is arriving on this afternoon.”

“Yes, thank you, my love,” Sarah replied. “I shall go and ready her room now.” After standing, she moved to her husband and kissed him. “I shall see you both this evening.”

As Jacob looked on, he admired the love that passed between Sarah and Joseph, just as he so often did. At times, the way they looked at one another reminded him of how his Mary would look at him when she was alive. Although he was happy in his new life, he still thought about her with fondness and sadness. He suspected that might never stop.

Sighing, he moved toward the door and waited for the day to truly start.
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“Papa!” Jacob heard as he entered the smithy. The voice made him grin as he turned toward it.

“My darling daughter,” he said as he engulfed Bess in his arms. “You look like you are positively radiant. Paul must be doing something right as your new husband,” he teased her and the man standing beside her.

“Perhaps he is,” Bess replied, blushing profusely while smiling at Paul.

Jacob chuckled softly but said nothing more on the subject. 

“What brings you here this morning?” he asked.

“Oh, I am not staying,” Bess replied. “I am visiting Emma this morning, to see the new dresses she has designed and made.”

“Ahh,” Jacob said, looking rather wistfully toward the dressmaker's shop. 

“Perhaps you need to go and see Emma and her dresses too, Mr Symes,” Paul said, the grin on his face revealing his typical happy and teasing nature.

Jacob couldn't help but smile at his new son-in-law. 

“I think not, Paul, but I may go and say hello a little later,” he said, shutting down the teasing he sometimes got from all around him.

Bess wrapped her arms around her father once more and said her goodbye, leaving her father and her husband to begin their day of work.

“Bess!” Emma said when she saw the young woman who’d entered her store. “My, look at you!”

“What?” Bess asked, not sure what Emma was seeing or referring to.

“You ... you are ... Bess, are you with child?” Emma asked. 

On hearing the question, Bess only blinked, for a moment so surprised that she was stunned into silence. She loved the straightforward nature of Emma, knowing nothing was off limits in her conversation or her questions, but she was still surprised. 

“I ... I ... I had not ... thought,” she eventually started to say. She hadn't even given consideration to such a thing, even though she'd been happily married to Paul for months. Between the two of them, they had learned to enjoy the evening pleasures of husband and wife, but the subject of children had never been mentioned. “Am I?”

“Oh, dear. Please forgive me for asking, and forget I said anything,” Emma said as she smiled warmly. “You will know your body best...”

“No, Emma, I ... that is, I am not sure that I do know my body,” Bess replied, curious but not scared at the prospect. “That is ... how would I know?”

“Let us have that talk another time perhaps,” Emma said, remembering in that moment just how young Bess had been when her mother passed, and that she’d been raised by a man ever since. Was there a chance she’d never had anyone tell her about such an important aspect of life? It was a surprising thought, but one she determined to not dwell on. “Now tell me, what brings you here on this fine morning?”

“Oh, Mrs Clark is having another dance, week after next!”

“Yes, I had heard about that!” Emma replied, loving Bess's enthusiasm.

“You will be going, of course?” Bess asked.

“Perhaps, if someone will ask me to go with them,” Emma said wistfully with a thoughtful expression on her face.

“Oh, Emma! Are you by chance waiting for my father to ask you?” Bess asked, laughing heartily.

The older woman nodded as she laughed softly. 

“Yes,” she said simply, making Bess giggle. “But for now ... let us find you something new to wear.”

As Bess looked around, she felt in awe. 

“Oh, Emma!” she said as she walked among mannequins wearing dresses in styles she hadn’t seen before. “These are exquisite!”

Hearing the young woman’s tone, Emma felt happy she’d met some people in the town who welcomed her work. Her independent nature and forward thinking ideas of having pre-made dresses for sale instead of only making to order hadn’t gone down well with some in the region. She had the ability to push negativity aside, but she was still very glad to hear positive people speak.

“These are not made of calico!” Bess said as she reached out and felt the fabric of two of the dresses. 

“No, I was very fortunate to be able to purchase a little silk for these,” said Emma. “I do not expect to sell these here in Bull Ranch Hill, but I have certainly enjoyed designing and making them.”

“Oh, but why would you not sell them here?” Bess asked. “Of course we all wear calico day to day, but there will always be occasions when someone will need something more glamorous, and who could turn away from these?”

“Thank you, Bess,” Emma said, loving the young woman’s enthusiasm. “You are a great friend indeed!”

“Perhaps you could wear one to the dance...” Bess said quietly, her tone very suggestive. 

In response, Emma laughed out loud.

“I am not sure one of these would be suitable for one of Mrs Clark’s dances, but if someone asks me to attend, perhaps I shall treat myself to a new dress for the occasion,” she said, grinning.

Bess smiled. Before moving to Bull Ranch Hill, she’d never thought about her father finding love again, but she found herself very pleased, indeed, at the thought of her father and Emma finding one another. Nothing was formal yet, and perhaps it might never be ... but Bess could only smile with hope that it would.
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“Oh, Sister! Sarah!” Sarah heard an unfamiliar voice call out to her after the train had come to a halt at Bull Ranch Hill station later that day, and people began alighting from the carriages. 

When Sarah moved toward the sound through the crowd and turned around, she was greeted by a sophisticated and well groomed young woman she could hardly recognize. 

“Isabella?” she asked tentatively. 

Her words were greeted by a laugh that did prompt her memory. That laugh, she hadn’t heard for many years but she certainly did recognize it.

“Yes, of course it is me! Oh, how good it is to see you!” Isabella said, throwing her arms around her older sister. “Have I changed so much that you do not know me?”

“Yes!” Sarah replied in surprise at how much her boy-like little sister had grown into a fine young woman. “I do believe you were half this height when I last saw you, and certainly nowhere as grand!”

“Well, I was a child then, and I am no longer! But look at you! You have not changed a bit,” Isabella said, laughing softly as she wrapped her hand around Sarah’s arm. “We have much to talk about, you and I, Sister.”

“Yes,” Sarah replied, looking around for Robert. “Which is your bag?” she asked, then directed Robert to bring the large case. “For now, however, let us get you home. It is a modest property, I warn you...”

“Nonsense, Sister,” Isabella replied. “Do
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