
  
    [image: Try Me and See]
  


  
    
      TRY ME AND SEE

      
        THE KANSAS TRILOGY

        BOOK 2

      

    

    
      
        KENYON J. BLUNT

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Summer, 1869

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        44. April 5, 1879

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgment

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright 2026 Kenyon J. Blunt

      Layout design and Copyright © 2026 by Next Chapter

      Published 2026 by Next Chapter

      Edited by Graham (Fading Street Services)

      Cover art by Lordan June Pinote

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the author’s permission.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            SUMMER, 1869

          

        

      

    

    
      The laudanum should have lasted until evening, but Abigail Miller’s hands were already shaking as she pressed her back against the ballroom wall. The black silk dress that had fit perfectly last summer hung loose on her gaunt frame. Dark circles shadowed her green eyes while trembling hands smoothed her skirt.

      She’d come to welcome the first female dentist in Lawrence, Kansas—Dr. Lucy Hobbs Taylor—a small victory for the women’s rights cause that had drawn Abigail to Kansas. But even that achievement rang hollow now, several years after Sam’s death.

      When her friend, Sara Robinson, waved from the front of the receiving line, Abigail managed a slight nod but retreated to the back where men clustered around the punch bowl. The same wealthy families who’d rebuilt their fortunes from the ashes now celebrated progress, while others, like her, still counted their losses.

      Abigail avoided eye contact, dreading the pointless conversations that would follow. The same questions about how she was managing. Whether she planned to remarry. If she’d consider moving back East. None of them would ask the hard questions—how she survived after watching Quantrill’s raiders murder Sam, or what it felt like to lose her unborn child.

      Bodies pressed closer. A man’s elbow brushed her shoulder, and she jerked away. Another guest stepped backward, his boot grazing her skirt. Her chest tightened.

      She made her way to the front of the line, exchanged brief pleasantries with Dr. Lucy, and headed for the bar, planning her escape through the side door.

      There he sat. The spitting image of the man who raped her and killed Sam.

      The red-haired bushwhacker’s face swam before her, every detail crystal clear: the way his beard had been singed, the tobacco stains on his yellowed teeth, the stench of whiskey on his breath.

      Her stomach heaved, and her legs buckled, forcing her to grab an empty table for support. The room tilted sideways as her chest constricted, each breath coming in sharp, painful gasps. Heat flooded her body in waves, sweat beading on her forehead despite the cool evening air.

      Abigail’s hands gripped the table’s edge, her knuckles white. The surrounding faces blurred and doubled. Memories crashed over her: the rope burns, the knife, Sam’s final breath. She tasted blood where she’d bitten her tongue.

      “Ma’am? Are you all right?” A stranger’s voice cut through the fog in her mind. Several men had gathered around her table, their concerned faces swimming in her vision.

      “I need… a minute.” The words came out breathless, her tongue thick and clumsy. Her corset seemed to tighten of its own accord, squeezing the air from her lungs.

      “Shall I fetch a doctor?”

      “No.” She pressed her forehead against the cool wood of the table, but closing her eyes only made the memories sharper.

      The floor rose to meet her. Consciousness slipped away.
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      “What’s that smell?” Abigail asked, wrinkling her nose against the sharp scent of ammonia. Dr. Brown’s concerned face settled into focus as he tucked the smelling salts back into his pocket.

      “Just a touch of the vapors, my dear. How long has it been since your last dose of laudanum?” He helped her to a sitting position, his clinical detachment at odds with the worried murmurs of the surrounding crowd.

      “This morning.” She avoided his eyes. It was a lie; she’d taken a dose just before the reception, hoping it would calm her nerves.

      “The red-haired gentleman who upset you has gone. Perhaps we should increase your dosage? Many of my patients find great comfort in regular use.”

      “A better question would be—should I stop?” The question had plagued her for months, watching the doses grow larger, more frequent.

      “My dear, you’ve suffered terrible losses. If the laudanum helps you function in society, I see no reason to deny you that comfort.” He patted her hand. “Shall we go to my office? I can get you more.”

      She stood, steadier now but still shaken. “No, I should go home.” The room had cleared, and her friend Sara hovered near the door, worry etched on her face.

      “As you wish. But stop by if you need more. It’s natural for a widow to need… help.”

      She hurried out before anyone could question her further, ignoring Sara’s calls behind her.

      At home, Abigail’s hands shook as she retrieved the vial from its hiding place in the oatmeal container. Her arms bore the telltale scars of repeated injections, hidden beneath long sleeves. The constant nausea and digestive trouble that plagued her were prices she paid for the drug’s temporary peace.

      She’d bought her recent doses at the general store and added them to what Dr. Brown compounded at his office. Some days the stockpile was all that kept her going, an escape if the memories became too much.

      The silver hypodermic needle gleamed in the fading light. She’d learned to use it from a nurse who’d treated soldiers during the war. Glass ones were available now, she’d heard, with proper measurements marked on the side. But this would do. This would do just fine.

      The mixture filled the needle. She didn’t measure anymore—oblivion was the goal. What was once achieved with a single small dose now required amounts that would have killed her five years ago. Her body had adapted, demanding ever more of the drug, just to achieve numbness, let alone relief.

      The laudanum entered her veins, spreading like honey. She made it to her bed before the room began to spin, nausea rising in her throat. The ceiling above blurred and reformed into images: her home on Massachusetts Street engulfed in flames, Quantrill’s raiders laughing as Lawrence burned. The smell of smoke seemed to fill her nostrils, making her cough.

      The visions shifted, memories floating past like leaves on a stream. She and Sam at their first Thanksgiving, his eyes bright with love as he watched her dance. The way he’d slip notes into her sewing basket when he thought she wasn’t looking. Their quiet Sunday afternoons reading together on the porch, his voice soft as he read poetry aloud. Their shared dreams of children, a future that died with the bushwhacker’s attack.

      Each sweet memory twisted into darkness: Sam lying in the dirt, his blood staining the ground red. His severed head turned toward her, eyes vacant yet accusing.

      The scenes swirled faster, merging and separating like oil on water. She saw the red-haired bushwhacker’s face again, heard his laugh as he pressed his knife against her throat. The flames consumed everything she loved.

      Time lost all meaning in the laudanum haze. Past and present blended until she couldn’t tell which memories were real and which were drug-induced nightmares. Somewhere in the darkness, Sam had called her name.
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      “Abigail?” Sara’s voice seemed to come from far away. “You missed our tea.”

      Abigail forced her eyes open. Sara sat beside the bed, holding the empty laudanum vial. The morning light was harsh, making her head pound.

      “Did I…” The words stuck in her throat.

      “Yes, dear. You did.” Sara’s voice carried no judgment, only concern. “I found the needle on the floor. How long have you been taking this much?”

      Abigail turned away, pulling the quilt over her shoulders despite the summer heat. “I should have died with Sam. Why am I still here?”

      “Because I need you.” Sara squeezed her hand. “We’re going to see Doc—my Doc, not that quack Brown who keeps feeding you this poison. Besides,” Sara continued, her voice taking on a different quality, “I’ve been struggling with my own demons. Writing about the raid, documenting all those stories of loss… it’s been affecting my sleep, my work. Together, we must confront the issues that haunt us.” She squeezed Abigail’s hand. “I can’t keep watching you destroy yourself, because I might follow the same path if I don’t find a way to process what I’ve learned.”

      “I can’t go anywhere.” She tried to sit up. The room spun. “I feel… ill.”

      “That’s the laudanum, dear. And that’s why we’re going.” Sara’s tone brooked no argument.

      The carriage ride to Mount Oread passed in a blur, each bump in the road sending waves of nausea through her stomach. In the Robinsons’ parlor, Doc—the former governor who’d treated half of Kansas before turning to politics—listened as Sara explained everything.

      “Five years on laudanum?” His voice was soft but firm. “Since Sam’s death?”

      “Dr. Brown said it would help.” Abigail studied the carpet’s pattern, following its intricate whorls to avoid meeting his eyes. “He still says that.”

      “And how much are you taking now compared to when you started?”

      “More. It takes more to make the memories stop.” She twisted her handkerchief in her lap. “Especially after yesterday, seeing that man who looked like…”

      “Let me get straight to the point, Abigail. Were you trying to kill yourself?”

      The question hung in the air like smoke. She didn’t answer.

      “Then let’s ask someone else.” Doc stood. “Let’s ask Sam.”
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      Oread Cemetery lay quiet except for meadowlarks calling from the fence posts. Abigail knew the path to Sam’s grave by heart, though her visits had grown less frequent. The new marble headstone had replaced John Wesley’s wooden cross, but the earth still felt raw beneath her feet.

      Doc’s prayer floated on the summer wind. “Sam, if you can hear us, Abigail needs your help.” The only responses were the rustle of leaves and the distant cry of birds.

      They stood in silence, waiting. Abigail remembered their last morning together, how Sam had kissed her goodbye before heading to work. The coffee cup he’d left half-finished on the table. The book he’d never finish reading, still marked with his bookmark. She’d stopped bringing flowers to his grave. What was the point? But now, seeing the bare ground before his stone made her chest ache with guilt.

      Memories washed over her, different from the laudanum visions. Sam leading her onto the dance floor at John Wesley’s homecoming, laughing at her protests that he didn’t know the steps. His pride when she’d joined the Underground Railroad, supporting her even when others called it too dangerous for a woman. The way he’d squeeze her hand three times to say “I love you” during church services.

      Abigail’s legs trembled. Sara’s arm slipped around her waist, supporting her.

      “I hear nothing,” Abigail whispered, “but I do feel something. I think Sam wants me to go on living. If not for me, then for you both.” She touched the cold stone. “But I’ll need help.”

      “You have it,” Sara said. “Every step of the way.”

      Doc nodded. “We’ll start tomorrow. No more laudanum. It won’t be easy, but you won’t face it alone. And if it doesn’t work, there are other options.”

      “The withdrawal…” Abigail had seen others try to quit, remembering their shaking hands and haunted eyes. “Will it be terrible?”

      “It will be hard,” Doc admitted. “The withdrawal could last weeks, maybe months. There will be times when you’ll do anything for just one more dose. The physical pain is nothing compared to the mental torment.” His voice was gentle but honest. “But not as hard as what you’ve already survived. And this time, you have us, Abigail.”

      She took one last look at Sam’s grave. The setting sun painted the marble in shades of gold and pink, and for a moment, she could almost believe he was there with them, urging her forward.

      The wind rustled through the trees, carrying away the last echoes of their words as the sun settled behind Mount Oread. Tomorrow would bring its own battles, but for now, she had hope.
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      The winter wind cut through the carriage, but it wasn’t the cold that made Abigail’s body shake. Waves of nausea rolled through her stomach, each bump in the rutted road bringing her closer to retching. Fingers dug into the leather seat as another spasm hit.

      “Pull over,” she gasped.

      Doc Robinson signaled the driver, and Abigail waited for the wheels to stop before lurching past Sara and stumbling to the roadside. She emptied what little remained in her stomach, the bitter taste of bile mixing with the metallic memory of laudanum. These episodes had become frequent since Doc had started weaning her off the drug three months prior, her body rebelling against its absence.

      Her mind screamed for the medicine and the blessed numbness that followed. Without it, Sam’s death haunted her: the what-ifs, the if-onlys, merging into an endless loop that never stopped. Sara’s hand appeared at her back, steadying her, but even that kind touch sent needles across her sensitive skin. Fifty miles of rough road stretched between Lawrence and Osawatomie, and they weren’t halfway there. Abigail slumped into the carriage, pressing her fevered forehead against the cold glass window. Sara squeezed her hand, a gesture that once brought comfort, now just another sensation her raw nerves couldn’t bear.

      Doc’s voice echoed. “I don’t have the knowledge to treat your addiction, but I know someone who does. Dr. Charles Gause runs an asylum in Osawatomie.” The memory sent dread crawling up her throat.

      A vicious jolt snapped her back to consciousness, her head resting against the side of the carriage. “Where are we?”

      “Almost there,” Sara’s voice was tender. “The asylum’s just ahead.”

      The building that appeared through the trees wasn’t what she’d imagined. No looming brick fortress or barred windows, just a large white house with a wraparound porch, welcoming, if not for its occupants. Two figures sat bundled in blankets against the January chill: a grizzled man in a Union army hat, his eyes focused on something only he could see; and an older woman knitting what might have been a scarf, though her vacant stare suggested she’d forgotten why.

      Fingers found Sam’s locket. His photograph smiled the way he had on their final morning, their last goodbye. Her chest clenched. The laudanum vial called from inside her reticule. Pinprick scars dotted her arms, hidden beneath long sleeves. The persistent nausea and digestive ailments, prices she continued to pay for the drug’s temporary relief, her body a battlefield between craving and revulsion.
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      A tall man walked down the front steps, his bearing suggesting both authority and compassion. Dr. Charles Gause extended his hand to Doc Robinson, their greeting carrying the warmth of longtime colleagues. His wife Levisa, the asylum’s matron, joined them, her presence softening the institutional air of the building.

      “We call this facility ‘The Lodge,’” Dr. Gause said. The room’s carefully arranged furniture and cheerful fire suggested a haven rather than a hospital. “To us, it’s not an asylum, but a place where people can get the care they need.”

      Abigail didn’t hear much of his treatment plan as panic grew in her chest. Sara shifted in her chair, and Doc paced. The Robinsons were eager to start home before darkness fell. Once they left, she’d be alone, truly alone, and without laudanum to dull the terror of that solitude.

      “Please don’t leave me.” Childlike in her request, the words escaped before she could stop them. Abigail could not recall ever having been this desperate.

      “We’ve been through this,” Sara said, but her eyes betrayed her own uncertainty. Then they were gone, the carriage wheels crunching on frozen gravel, leaving Abigail alone among strangers.

      The silence was deafening. No familiar voices, no routine tasks to distract her from the growing ache in her chest. This was what she’d been avoiding with the laudanum—a raw, bitter reality where Sam was dead and she was by herself.

      Levisa noticed her trembling. “Let me show you to your room. Why don’t you get some rest, it might do you good?”

      The women’s ward stretched before them, a long hallway with rooms on either side. Eight doors, three stories, and many varieties of suffering. They walked past open doorways. Women rocked themselves, studied the walls, lost in worlds of their own making. Was this her future? Would grief and laudanum claim her mind?

      Levisa knocked on the last door to the left. “Come in.” The voice was a whisper.

      Minnie Butler lay on the bed by the window, her brown hair a wild tangle against the pillow. She gazed at the ceiling as if reading prophecies in the water stains, not bothering to look at her new roommate. The smell of unwashed bodies and despair hung heavy in the air.

      “What are you in for?” Minnie asked after Levisa left, still not turning her head.

      “You make it sound like we’re in jail.”

      “Aren’t we?”

      Maybe we are. “I hope not. Just here until I can kick this laudanum habit.”

      Minnie’s silence stretched until Abigail thought she’d fallen asleep. Then she sat up, her eyes focused and burning with a pain that Abigail recognized. “I abandoned my children. Little Zac and Mildred. Just left them by their lonesomes. What kind of mother does that? All for a man.”

      Her own abandoned sewing business came to mind—her customers, the life she’d built with Sam. After a moment, she asked, “Where is their father?”

      “That man ain’t their pappy. He’s a gambler, gone to Wichita, I ‘spose.” Minnie’s laughter held no humor. “You see, Ma’am, I was what you genteel folks call a soiled dove. So, I rightly don’t know who their pa is. He could be one of many.”

      “The gambler—did he just leave you here?”

      “He’ll be back.” Minnie’s voice turned dreamy. “Haven’t heard from him in over a year, but he’ll come. Unless he gets caught up in his spiteful ways, or latches onto a bottle of hooch.”

      During a lucid moment, Minnie sat up and looked at Abigail. “You think I’m just some broken woman, don’t you? But I made choices. Left my children with my sister and told her I’d be back when I was fit to be their mother. The gambler was just an excuse. Truth is, I couldn’t stand seeing their faces after what I’d done to survive.”

      “At least you had a good man who loved you,” Abigail said.

      Minnie’s eyes hardened and then grew distant. She lay back down and returned to staring at the ceiling.

      Abigail unpacked her few belongings, the silence heavy between them. Her hands trembled as she concealed the hypodermic needle beneath her clothes. She had no laudanum, but the syringe brought a measure of comfort—her safety net, her escape route if she could only get more of the drug. She told herself she wouldn’t use it even if she found some. It was another lie.

      The knock that came later was soft but authoritative.

      Cora Regan filled the doorway, her gray hair and matronly figure belying the sharpness in her eyes. “I’m the ward monitor,” she announced, running through the rules with practiced efficiency. “No smokin’, no drinkin’, no carousin’ with the other patients.”

      Then she moved to the dresser, her search methodical until her fingers closed around the syringe. “Dr. Gause will hear about this.”

      Panic seized Abigail’s chest. Words stuck in her throat. Cora had taken away her only means of escape. “Please,” she whispered. “I just got here. The withdrawal symptoms… I need a little to take the edge off.”

      Cora’s eyebrow arched. “I’ll get you a vial, but it’ll cost you.”

      “How much?”

      “Five dollars, and I’ll keep my mouth shut.”

      The gold coin changed hands without another word. Cora returned with the drug, and Abigail’s fingers shook as she prepared the laudanum, her conscience warring with her desperation. Just a little, she told herself. Just enough to sleep tonight.

      The familiar warmth spread through her limbs. The ritual resulted in both shame and relief as she drifted off, Minnie’s steady breathing the only sound in their shared darkness.
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      Morning brought Dr. Gause and his treatment protocol. Abigail shifted in her chair, fighting to focus through the drug’s haze while withdrawal symptoms gnawed at her edges.

      “The first step,” Dr. Gause explained, his voice patient but firm, “is acknowledging that laudanum isn’t just treating your melancholia anymore. After six years, it’s become the only way you know how to exist.”

      The words hit like a slap. “That’s not… I mean, I needed it for the sadness⁠—”

      “Mrs. Miller.” His interruption was gentle but unyielding. “Your husband died in the Lawrence raid several years ago. When did you start taking laudanum?”

      Abigail’s throat tightened. She knew when—that first terrible week after finding Sam’s body, when her spirits were so crushed that she hadn’t been able to eat, sleep, or function. “Doc Brown gave it to me… for the melancholia. Said it would help me get through the worst of it.”

      “And here we are, six years later. How much are you taking now compared to then?”

      The shame burned her cheeks. She knew he already suspected—the telltale signs were written all over her. “More. Substantially more.”

      “Tell me about those first days after you found your husband,” Dr. Gause said.

      Abigail’s hands clenched in her lap. “I don’t want to talk about that.”

      “I know. But we must understand how this started. Six years is a long time to carry this burden.”

      The session continued, each question peeling away another layer of her constructed defenses. He forced her to recount not just that horrific morning, but the weeks that followed. She told of the crushing depression that had rendered her powerless to leave her bed, powerless to care for herself, and powerless to see any reason to continue living.

      “Doc Brown prescribed the laudanum,” she admitted. “Said it would help me function until the worst of the grief had passed. But then it never did pass, and I kept needing more just to… just to get through each day.”

      “How much were you taking before you came here?”

      The shame nearly choked her. “Four… sometimes five injections a day. More when the memories were bad.” By the end of the session, every nerve was exposed and flayed raw. She stood to leave. “Doctor, something’s been worrying me. These other residents… They’re not like me.”

      “That’s true,” he acknowledged. “They all have their own afflictions and separate treatment regimens. But grief can drive people to places they never imagined they’d go. The question is whether you’re ready to find your way back.”

      She stumbled to her room, her entire body crying out for laudanum’s merciful oblivion. The meeting left her shaken, doubt growing with each step. The drug’s siren call grew stronger until she reached her door. She stopped dead.

      Minnie lay strapped to her bed, three thick belts forming a makeshift straitjacket. Her eyes darted around, and foam dripped from the corner of her mouth.

      “Minnie, what is going on?” Abigail’s voice cracked.

      “My Joshua is here,” Minnie ranted, thrashing against her restraints. “Kiss me, Joshua! Don’t leave me again!”

      Abigail fled down the hallway, her heart pounding. “Cora, help me!”

      The ward monitor appeared, unruffled. “You need to mind your own business, little lady. Everyone here is treated differently, and Minnie needs some time to herself.”

      “But she’s—she’s not right!”

      “None of us are, dear. That’s why we’re here.”

      Unable to face her confined roommate, Abigail wrapped herself in a parlor quilt and escaped to the porch. The cold air bit at her cheeks, but it felt cleaner than the stifling atmosphere inside. The Union veteran from yesterday dozed in one of the rocking chairs, drool glistening on his chin, his army hat askew.

      He startled awake. “Who are ya?”

      “Abigail Miller. And you, sir?”

      “Edward Childs—Seventh Cavalry.”

      Her heart clenched. “My husband was in the Seventh.” The coincidence felt like a cruel joke. “Why are you at this fine institution, Mr. Childs?”

      His words slurred together. “I’m partial to my whiskey, Ma’am. Helps me forget what I seen. Helps me forget what I done.” He squinted at her. “But why would a pretty little woman be here?”

      “Similar problems as you, but alcohol isn’t my demon.”

      Childs pulled out a flask, took a long drink, and offered it to her. She declined, and he grinned. “They don’t know about this. Got a source that supplies me, but it ain’t cheap.”

      Abigail thought of Cora and her five dollars, the pieces fitting together.

      Childs’ haunted eyes showed the same desperate need to escape reality that drove her to laudanum. “What did you see in the war?” she asked.

      His face darkened. “Things no man should see. Visions that visit me every night, whether I’m drunk or sober.” He took another drink. “Your husband… he ever tell ya about Osceola? About what it was like?”

      “No, he… he tried to protect me from it.”

      “Smart man. Some things are better left forgotten.” Childs looked into the distance. “But they don’t stay buried, do they? They crawl out of the ground every damn night.”

      Evening came, and Abigail prepared for bed. Her hidden laudanum supply drew her gaze. Dr. Gause’s words returned: grief can drive people to places they never imagined they’d go. Was this her place? This desperate need to escape reality, to avoid the simple truth that Sam was gone and would never come back?

      Her hands trembled as she prepared the injection, tears streaming down her face. She recalled the doctor asking her how much she had been taking. More. Substantially more. Even this dose, enough laudanum to fell a horse, would barely hold the demons at bay until morning.

      She was choosing the easy way, the coward’s path. But the alternative of facing another night of raw, unforgiving grief seemed impossible.

      Heavy footsteps approached through the settling darkness. Childs stumbled in, alcohol fumes preceding him, his eyes glassy and unfocused.

      “Time for a little poke, ladies,” he slurred, fumbling with his buttons.

      Terror cut through the laudanum haze. Abigail’s scream brought Cora running, the ward monitor’s strength surprising them all as she muscled Childs into the hallway.

      “Now, skedaddle,” she ordered, then turned to check on her charges. Minnie hadn’t stirred, lost in her own fractured world.

      “Are you alright?” Cora asked Abigail. “Don’t mind that old fool. He’s all talk.”

      “All talk? That old fool was going to rape me!”

      “Go to sleep, my dear.” The door closed with finality, followed by the ominous click of a bolt.

      Did that bitch just lock us in? The question echoed in Abigail’s mind as she lay rigid in her bed, listening to the night sounds of The Lodge. But worse than the fear was the realization that even here, after being threatened, her first instinct had been to reach for laudanum. What kind of person had she become?
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      The next few weeks blurred with a haze of withdrawal symptoms and uncomfortable revelations. Dr. Gause’s sessions became more intensive, forcing Abigail to confront not just Sam’s death, but her own role in abandoning the life they’d established together.

      “What do you think Sam would want you to do now?” Dr. Gause asked during their fourth session.

      The truth burst out of her like a dam breaking. “He’d want me to live. He died believing I would carry on, that I would honor what we built. And what did I do? I spent six years hiding from reality with laudanum, abandoning everything we’d worked for.” Her voice cracked. “I’ve let my customers down, let Sara down, let everyone down because I couldn’t face the fact that he’s gone.”

      “You were in pain… “

      “I was a coward!” The words came out raw, desperate. “He’s been dead for six years, and I’ve spent that time choosing to be dead alongside him instead of living the life he would have wanted for me.”

      Dr. Gause let the silence stretch, watching as suppressed guilt and grief poured out of her. “What do you think Sam would want you to do now?”

      “Live.” The word came out as a whisper. “He’d want me to live.”

      “Then why don’t you?”

      That night, Abigail stared at her remaining laudanum supply. Three vials left—enough for maybe a week of gradual withdrawal, or one final, glorious escape from the images that haunted her. Her hands shook as she picked up the needle. In her mind, she could still see Sam’s burned and broken body, could still smell the smoke and blood of that terrible morning.

      Sam would want me to live.

      With deliberate movements, she uncorked each vial and poured the amber liquid into the washbasin, watching six years of false comfort swirl away like dirty water. The hypodermic needle bent with the pressure from her bare hands, the metal cold in her palms.

      Minnie didn’t stir at the sound, lost in whatever world her broken mind had created. But Abigail was awake. For the first time since that horrible morning in Lawrence, she would face the night without laudanum’s protection from the memories.

      The hours that followed were agony beyond description. Her body convulsed with violent tremors, sweat pouring from her pores despite the January cold. Nausea rolled through her in waves, but worse was the bone-deep aching, as if her very skeleton was trying to crawl out of her skin. Hallucinations flickered at the edge of her vision. Shadows that moved, whispers that weren’t there. The psychological torment was worse than the physical: every nerve screamed for laudanum while her mind conjured a thousand reasons she deserved to suffer, why Sam’s death was her fault, why she should just end it all.

      But she didn’t reach for another vial because there were no vials left.

      Morning sunlight cast harsh shadows across Dr. Gause’s desk as Abigail recounted both Childs’ intrusion and her own decision to destroy her laudanum supply. The doctor’s expression remained neutral, but she caught a flicker of something. Was it approval?

      “These conditions are deplorable,” she said, her voice shaking but clear. “How can anyone recover in a place like this? Straitjackets. No security. Predators roam the halls.” She leaned forward, hands gripping the chair arms. “But that’s not the point. Maybe the lesson is learning we can survive anything, even this.”

      Dr. Gause studied her. “What changed your mind about the laudanum?”

      “I realized I was choosing to be dead while still breathing. Sam didn’t have that choice. Death was forced on him. But I’ve been choosing it every day for years.” She straightened her shoulders. “I want life instead.”

      “That’s a beginning but making the decision is just the first step. Living with the outcome—facing each day without your shield—that’s the hard work.”

      Even as she nodded agreement, Abigail’s mind was already calculating. Cora still had access to laudanum—she’d seen the woman’s eyes light up at the mention of payment. One gold coin, maybe two, she could have enough to take the edge off, just until she was stronger. The thought terrified her because of how reasonable it sounded.

      The following weeks were harder than anything Abigail had ever experienced. Without laudanum, every emotion was magnified, every memory sharp enough to cut. But slowly she began to remember what it was like to be present in her own life.

      When Sara’s carriage appeared, Abigail watched from her window as her friend rushed inside, determination in every step. Word must have reached Lawrence about her breakthrough, her decision to let go of laudanum’s false comfort.

      Later, they sat on the front porch, spring sunshine warming their faces. Childs was absent—transferred to Kansas City, according to the rumors.

      “Please tell me you’re ready this time,” Sara said.

      “I am.” Abigail’s voice was steady, certain. “It’s going to be hard—the hardest thing I’ve ever done. But I’m ready to live again instead of just surviving.”

      “What changed?”

      “I thought of Minnie trapped in her delusions, of Childs drowning his war memories in whiskey, of all the broken people inside seeking escape from unbearable realities. I realized that avoiding grief isn’t the same as healing from it. Sam died, and nothing will ever change that. But I can choose what to do with the life he wanted me to live.”

      Sara’s carriage took them away from The Lodge, and a strange feeling jolted Abigail. Something she hadn’t experienced in over a year—genuine hope. The road ahead would be difficult, and she would encounter many more moments of crushing grief. But she would confront them clear-eyed and present, honoring Sam’s memory by truly living.

      The asylum receded behind them, but its lessons remained: that rock bottom has a trapdoor, that courage isn’t the absence of fear but action despite it. And sometimes the only way out is to go through.
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      The carriage wheels hummed a lullaby as Lawrence drew closer. For the first time in months, Abigail allowed herself to doze without laudanum’s artificial comfort. In her dreams, Sam waited. Instead of the accusing specter that had haunted her, he appeared as she remembered him best: young, hopeful, and alive with possibility.

      “I’m sorry I took so long to say goodbye,” she whispered in the dream.

      She jolted awake as they reached the Robinsons’ home, the dream’s message still echoing in her heart. Later, while helping Sara prepare supper, she glimpsed Doc leaving her room. She knew he’d been searching for laudanum, and for the first time, the knowledge didn’t sting. Those days were over.

      But now what? Her house on Vermont Street waited, along with her sewing business. The new woman dentist’s invitation to tea hinted at one path forward. But her dream implied something more—not just living for herself but finding ways to help other women trapped by grief and circumstance.

      One thing was certain: the laudanum belonged to her past. The future stretched ahead, uncertain but full of potential. For the first time since Sam’s death, that possibility didn’t terrify her; it called to her like a promise waiting to be kept.
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      Leaning against a grimy Kansas City alley, Thomas Dawes watched rats scurry between trash piled in the corners of buildings. Their bold incursions reminded him of how far he’d fallen. Once he’d commanded men, now he couldn’t intimidate vermin. His stomach growled as he pawed through discarded food. Five years after the war ended, here he was fighting rodents for dinner scraps.

      The spring rain had turned the alley into a channel of mud and refuse, soaking through his worn boot soles. Dawes pawned his cavalry boots months ago, along with his father’s pocket watch and every other remnant of his former life except his adjutant’s commission, which he kept folded in his shirt like a talisman. The alley’s brick walls pressed in around him, a far cry from the open fields where he’d commanded men, or the halls of West Point where he learned military tactics. Other Confederates had become sharecroppers after the war. The city had been his choice, a decision that led him here, to a backstreet, fighting rats. No family remained. Mary Elizabeth dead of childbed fever. His parents died in St. Louis. Each morning delivered more misery.

      A fellow vagrant searched the trash alongside Dawes, Confederate gray still visible in his tattered coat. The man shared a whisper of hope. “They’s hirin’ up in Topeka,” the fellow said, picking at a moldy crust. His hands shook with the palsy that came from too many years of cheap whiskey. “I ‘spose the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railroad ain’t too particular on who they hire.”

      “Much obliged.” The words tasted of possibility.

      His last penny bought coffee to wash away the taste of spoiled food. The serving girl’s pitying glance stung worse than any Yankee bullet. The vagrant’s information might be true, but reaching Topeka posed its own challenge. Stealing a horse would mean a bullet, and former Rebels didn’t get second chances from posses. And that left the railroad itself. Dawes smiled at the irony of hopping a train to work for the very company he’d be stealing a ride from.

      It didn’t take much time to walk to the rail yard. The afternoon sun cast extended shadows across the Hannibal Bridge, which hovered over the trains. Steam hissed from waiting locomotives. Westbound departures revealed guard patterns and worker movements. Other desperate men lurked in the darkness, all of them gambling that railroad security remained as lazy as it looked.

      The Topeka-bound train began to roll, and Dawes circled to its blind side. His foot found the coupling, muscles straining as he reached for the ladder. The metal rungs bit into his palms as he pulled himself onto the car’s roof, pressing flat against the warm steel until the yard fell away behind them. Military training served him well, teaching him to stay low and advance deliberately. Trust your instincts—still a mantra he lived by. The same skills that had kept him alive through four years of war might yet save him from starvation.

      Open prairie surrounded him. Only then did he dare sit up. The wind stung his face, carrying away the city’s stench. The Kansas landscape rolled past with endless waves of spring grass. Dawes closed his eyes, whispering words that sounded almost like a prayer: “It’s time to start over.”

      During the war, he’d enforced the Impressment Law, taking what the army required from civilians. The lesson boiled down to this: survivors took what they wanted while the weak clung to principles. The Union had been better at it, confiscating Confederate property with ruthless efficiency. Winners made the rules, and rules favored the clever. Now, with a fresh start, he would do the same.
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      The Topeka rail yard buzzed with desperate men, their line stretching toward a bearded clerk at a distant desk. Steam whistles punctuated the morning air, mixing with the babel of languages—former soldiers from both armies, freedmen seeking opportunity, immigrants whose tongues Dawes couldn’t identify. Worn faces, like his own, mixed with surprising numbers of blacks. The railroad, it seemed, was as desperate as its applicants.

      The line shuffled forward with military slowness, men exchanging rumors about the work ahead. Some said it was certain death under the Kansas sun. Others claimed that a man could make his fortune.

      An hour’s wait brought him face-to-face with the clerk, who didn’t bother looking up from his papers.

      “Were you a Reb?”

      “I was.”

      “Do you pledge allegiance to the Union?”

      “I do.” The lie came easily. Dawes had learned long ago that survival required flexibility in one’s loyalties.

      “Sign here; you’re hired.” The clerk thrust a numbered slip toward him, gesturing at a sprawl of canvas tents. “The quartermaster is over there.”

      The tents sprawled over the prairie like an army encampment, arranged in neat rows that would have pleased any military inspector. Similarities to his war years struck hard. His assigned tent had four cots, one empty. Clothes spilled over two, while the third was occupied by a boy barely old enough to shave, watching Dawes with keen interest.

      “Name’s Hartmann, Charlie Hartmann,” the youth offered. He had the soft hands of a merchant’s son, not yet calloused by actual toil.

      “Thomas Dawes.”

      “Are you a Southerner?” Charlie’s accent was familiar—an education mixed with Missouri crude.

      “That seems to be a popular question today. And yes, I am.”

      “Me too.” Charlie’s voice held an eager edge. “This is the only job I could find.”

      Dawes nodded.

      Charlie continued, “If you’ve got the money, there’s a saloon tent down the row,” pointing toward a larger canvas structure.

      “Came here with empty pockets, son. Sleep’s what I need.”

      “I’ll buy. Got enough for one round.”

      The saloon tent’s floor wore scattered planks in a futile battle against the mud. Oil lamps cast wavering shadows across faces that could have populated any military camp: the brasher young ones betting their wages, the quiet veterans nursing their drinks, the card sharks waiting for easy marks. A makeshift counter of scrap lumber dominated one end, while rough tables filled the rest, most occupied by newly hired men drowning their luck in whiskey.

      “I’ll have a buttermilk,” Dawes told Charlie at the bar.

      The tent fell silent, then erupted in laughter. The sound carried an edge of cruelty familiar from prison camps.

      “Ain’t got no buttermilk.” The bartender smirked. “Done run out.”

      Dawes accepted sarsaparilla instead, meeting Charlie’s questioning look with, “Never developed a taste for it.” The full story of watching alcohol destroy better men than himself during the war, of seeing entire companies rendered useless by stolen whiskey on the eve of battle, stayed locked behind his teeth.

      Cards appeared at nearby tables as evening deepened. Practiced eyes watched the players. Who bet rashly. Who counted coins. Old habits from campaign headquarters died hard. Dawes always knew his opponent’s weaknesses.

      They returned to find two new tentmates: William and Elston Dunbar, brothers driven from their Osceola farm by Jayhawkers. The older brother’s face bore a burn scar from the raid. The younger one’s eyes held a haunted look, common among survivors. The four men exchanged brief tales of Southern losses before sleep claimed them, tomorrow’s unknowns hanging in the canvas.

      Dawn came with bugle notes. The sound sent half the workers scrambling to attention before remembering where they were, old soldiers’ reflexes dying hard. The foreman sorted them into groups, a pale echo of military formation but without the discipline. Dawes and Charlie found themselves assigned to the same flatcar, the Dunbar brothers elsewhere.

      The tracks stretched ahead like a wound across the prairie, the ground already torn by advance teams. Every few miles stood the skeleton of a future town, wooden frames marking where civilization would follow. The day unfolded in backbreaking rhythm, picks and shovels cutting earth for rails under a merciless sun. By sunset, when the paymaster distributed their $2.50 earnings, Dawes’ shirt had soaked through three times over.

      Others headed for the saloon to drown their wages. Dawes retreated to his tent. He counted his coins by lamplight, the metal warm from his palm. A day’s honest labor had earned him less than he’d once spent on a single bottle of wine in Kansas City. The evening’s raucous voices sparked a memory, a newspaper article about the Union Pacific’s “Hell on Wheels,” the mobile town of vice that followed the rail crews west. Why can’t I create the same here, on the Santa Fe line?

      Each man had his price. Every transaction had its angle. Lessons from his wartime role as Price’s adjutant. The same principles that had kept an army supplied could build an empire. Whiskey and women had topped that list, the twin weaknesses of any fighting force. Or any rail crew.

      Days passed. Other men spent their pay while Dawes built his dream—his own ‘Hell on Wheels.’ His daily earnings went untouched, and his nightly faro winnings multiplied them. The game was his constant companion during the war, like most soldiers. He’d learned its rhythms in saloons and camp tents, watching officers bet away their family fortunes. But Dawes held one advantage—a clear head in a sea of drunken players. Each evening required precise timing: wait for the whiskey to muddle minds but not empty their pockets. Charlie’s and others’ wages slid across the table into his keeping. Their trust made them easier marks than any Union patrol he’d ever encountered. No regrets. This was business.
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      One night, Dawes rested on his cot, exhausted from laying track and fleecing drunks. At this rate, months would pass before he could launch his mobile saloon and brothel. “What if I bring in a partner I trust?”

      Four days’ leave, bought with bribes to his supervisor, included a horse from the remuda. He rode into Kansas City with his hoarded wages, each coin representing a step away from desperation. The barber’s straight razor scraped weeks of raggedness off, revealing the sharp jawline that once commanded respect. He studied himself in the mirror at the clothier’s. Each piece of new clothing erased another trace of the alley vagrant: crisp white shirt, well-cut waistcoat, polished boots. The old bearing returned. His shoulders stood erect, chin lifted, eyes calculating.

      Maximillian Coates recognized his former acquaintance. The whiskey distributor now saw a businessman, not an adjutant. “Of course, I remember you,” Coates said, ever willing to profit regardless of army allegiance. “I never forget a good customer.” The supplier extended credit, convinced by the reconstructed image of prosperity. In two weeks, whiskey would arrive at the railroad camp, secured with a down payment and signed agreement.

      Miss Josephine’s House of Pleasure brought back fond memories. During wartime, he’d arranged entertainment for visiting generals, and now he carried himself with that same practiced authority. The madam’s eyes widened at his appearance; here was the Thomas Dawes she remembered.

      “Times have been tough since the war,” Josephine admitted after pleasantries. “What have you got in mind?”

      Dawes laid out his proposition, his voice carrying the smooth assurance of command. Two prostitutes, a separate tent, regular customers, and her usual profit share. The madam’s quick acceptance confirmed that his transformation was complete.

      The quartermaster proved amenable when presented with Coates’ contract and photographs of the incoming girls. One last piece remained—freedom from manual labor. Dawes suggested Coates arrange something with railroad executives. Perhaps a sampling of the merchandise, liquid or feminine, would ease negotiations.

      An unkind smile played across his clean-shaven face as he considered his transformation. From Confederate adjutant to desperate veteran to businessman, though some might question the legitimacy of his chosen enterprise. His reflection in the saloon’s mirror showed no trace of the man who’d scrounged through garbage weeks before. Thomas Dawes had found his new profession, and it suited him far better than an honest day’s work.
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      “Abigail, we need to hurry.” Sara’s voice carried up the stairs with familiar urgency. “The train’s leaving in a few minutes.”

      “I’m coming.” A grip on the banister steadied her descent, each step measured and deliberate. The morning tremors hadn’t subsided, and her hands still betrayed the lingering effects of laudanum withdrawal. “I don’t want to go.”

      “Nonsense. It will do you good.” Sara’s tone mixed concern and command—that familiar combination Abigail had grown to hate. “Doc and I both think a brief trip to Topeka will bolster your spirits.”

      The point was hard to argue as her body made its own protest. The worst of the withdrawal—the violent nausea and bone-deep aches—had passed. The cravings remained, striking without warning.

      Outside, Doc stowed their bags in the waiting carriage, his medical eye no doubt noting how Abigail’s fingers shook, gripping the door frame to climb in. Inside, he tried engaging her about the trip, something about speaking at the new state house inauguration. Doc was invited by Cyrus K. Holliday of the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railroad. The building wasn’t finished, but the legislature had moved into one wing over Christmas.

      The train ride to Topeka proved easier than she’d expected, the gentle rocking was almost soothing. A memory surfaced: she and Sam on the trip from Boston, heading west, but the vision dissolved as soon as it began.

      The Robinsons watched her constantly. Monitored her movements. Exchanged meaningful glances when they thought she wasn’t looking. The improvement was real but fragile. Their eternal vigilance pressed the darkness closer.

      A carriage delivered them to the Hollidays’ home, though the new Fifth Avenue Hotel would have been preferable, incomplete as it was. Strange houses meant strange eyes watching, more scrutiny she didn’t need.

      Cyrus K. Holliday met them at the door with his wife Mary, his thinning gray hair and dramatic mustache-sideburn combination making him appear almost theatrical. During introductions, his gaze lingered on Abigail’s pale face.

      “My dear, are you alright? You look a touch peaked—perhaps it was the trip.”

      “I’m fine.” The words came automatically now. “I’ve been feeling a little queasy.”

      “Mary, get this girl some of your laudanum. That’ll fix her right up.”

      “That’s the last thing I need, Mr. Holliday.” But, on the inside, she yearned for some relief.

      Doc’s whispered explanation to Holliday brought understanding nods and a hasty gesture to the porter for their bags.
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      The evening supper conversation proved more engaging than Abigail had expected. Mary Holliday was an accomplished hostess, drawing out stories from Doc’s governorship, while Cyrus regaled them with tales of railroad construction challenges.

      “The biggest problem isn’t the terrain or even the weather.” Holliday cut into his beef. “It’s keeping workers on the job. These workers have nowhere else to turn. Former soldiers from both armies, immigrants who can’t find work in the cities, men running from debts or troubles back home.”

      The conversation drew Abigail’s interest. “What do you mean, nowhere else to go?”

      “Desperate people. The kind of men who sign up for backbreaking labor on the scorched plains because they’ve tried everything else.” Holliday’s expression grew thoughtful. “Railroad work draws folks who need a fresh start, or who have no other choice.”

      The conversation triggered a memory. The escaped slaves she’d helped in Lawrence—people with no options, clinging to hope. “That must make it difficult to maintain morale.”

      “Exactly!” Holliday’s eyes lit up. “Which is why we’ve had to become… creative… in our approach to worker satisfaction.”

      Doc raised an eyebrow. “Creative how?”

      Holliday glanced at his wife, who gave an almost imperceptible nod. “We’ve established what some call a ‘Hell on Wheels’ operation. A mobile town that follows the railroad construction, providing the men with… diversions.”

      “What sort of diversions?” Sara asked, though her tone suggested she suspected the answer.

      “Saloons, gambling, and…” Holliday cleared his throat delicately, “female companionship. I know it sounds unseemly, but these men work sixteen-hour days in brutal conditions. Without some relief, they abandon the job.”

      Abigail set down her fork, watching Holliday’s face. “What about the women? What circumstances led them to such… employment?”

      Silence stretched between them. Mary Holliday looked uncomfortable, but her husband seemed to consider the question.

      “I suspect much the same as our workers—limited options and desperate conditions. The frontier doesn’t offer many opportunities for women alone.” His tone carried a note of genuine concern. “I’ll admit, I’ve wondered about their welfare myself.”

      “As have I,” Abigail’s voice dropped to a whisper. Her work with escaped slaves came to mind—people society had written off, people who deserved dignity regardless of their situation. “It seems to me that anyone forced into such a choice—whether laying track or… other work—deserves our compassion rather than our judgment.”

      Doc’s approval showed in his smile. “Abigail has always shown remarkable empathy for those facing difficulties.”

      “Would you like to see it?” Holliday asked. “The Hell on Wheels operation? We’re planning to take the private car out tomorrow to inspect the railroad’s progress. The mobile town should be about an hour south of here.”

      Mary looked alarmed. “Cyrus, surely that’s not appropriate for ladies?”

      “We’d stay in the private car, naturally. But it might give you a chance to observe the conditions firsthand, Mrs. Miller. Perhaps form your own opinion about whether we’re providing necessary services or enabling vice.”

      Abigail felt Sara’s concerned gaze but nodded. “I would like that. If these people have nowhere else to go, then someone should witness their circumstances.”
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      The cravings followed her into morning. If anything, Holliday’s casual offer of laudanum had intensified them, like picking at a healing wound. “One day,” she told herself. “Just get through today and back to Lawrence.”

      The inauguration stage stood before the unfinished state house, scaffolding still visible on the upper floors. When Doc took the podium, the crowd’s enthusiastic response suggested they’d forgotten, or forgiven, the financial scandals that had clouded his governorship. Abigail shifted in her hard, wooden chair, the spring sun burning the back of her neck as she counted the minutes until they could leave.

      After the ribbon-cutting, Holliday approached with barely contained excitement. “Ready for our excursion? The private car is waiting at the rail yard.”

      Doc and Sara exchanged glances before Doc nodded. “I’m curious to see this operation of yours.”
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      The ride to the rail yard passed quietly, each lost in their own thoughts about what they might encounter.

      Holliday’s private car gleamed in dark maroon and gold, a monument to railroad wealth. Inside, the men gravitated to the bar, and Sara joined Mary in the intimate parlor. Their genteel conversations reminded Abigail of her own empty future.

      The car’s elaborate furnishings—red velvet upholstery, rich wood paneling, carefully chosen paintings—emphasized how far she’d fallen. An excuse to wander the car presented itself, her fingers trailed along the polished surfaces, remembering the luxury of the Robinsons’ home in Lawrence.

      About an hour south of Topeka, the train began to slow. Through the side window, Abigail caught sight of something flapping in the wind—not birds, too large, too numerous. They drew closer. The vision resolved itself into a city of canvas, dozens of tents stretched across the prairie like pale mushrooms after rain.

      “There it is,” Holliday announced, joining her. “Hell on Wheels.”

      The makeshift town spread before them, a hand-painted “SALOON” sign swaying above the largest tent. Men crowded the muddy street. Abigail leaned closer to the window, and two women picked their way between puddles, their faces painted with heavy makeup that showed even at this distance.

      “Those women,” Abigail said. “They look so young.”

      “I’m afraid many of them are,” Holliday replied with genuine regret. “The frontier attracts people with few choices, as I mentioned. Both the men who work for us and the ladies who… serve them.”

      As the train began its turning maneuver on the triangular switch, Abigail’s attention caught on a figure standing in the saloon’s entrance. Unlike the rough-looking railroad workers, this man carried himself with military bearing, his clothes well-tailored, hair and mustache neatly trimmed. Blue cigar smoke wreathed his head like an unholy halo.

      “Who is that man? He doesn’t seem to belong here.”

      “Oh, he belongs.” Holliday rose to look. “That’s Dawes. He’s the one who started our version of Hell on Wheels. Heard about how the Union Pacific did it and copied it for us. Very enterprising fellow. He was one more man who found opportunity when he had nowhere else to turn.”

      Abigail studied the distant figure, noting the careful way he surveyed his domain. Another desperate soul who’d found a way to survive, though she wondered at what cost. “He looks… different from the others.”

      “Educated at West Point. Former Confederate officer, I believe. Lost everything in the war and came west to start over. Quite successful—he turned desperation into enterprise.” Holliday’s tone held grudging admiration. “But I sometimes wonder if success built on such foundations can last.”

      The train completed its turn and began heading back toward Topeka, and Abigail continued watching until the tent city disappeared from view. The image of those painted women and the well-dressed man who profited from their circumstances lingered, adding another layer to her understanding of frontier desperation.
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      That night in the Holliday’s guest room, sleep proved elusive. Abigail escaped to her bed as soon as dinner ended, but the day’s images kept cycling through her mind: the unfinished grandeur of the state house, the opulent private car, and most vividly, the tent city with its painted women and well-dressed proprietor.

      Lawrence called to her like a sanctuary, and on the train the next morning, she made excuses to Doc and Sara for not sitting with them. She found an empty row and stretched out. The seats were hard, unforgiving, but she needed space from their constant concerned glances.

      The inauguration had been as terrible as feared, all those cheerful folks while she drowned in memories. But the visit to Hell on Wheels had left her with unexpected thoughts. Something familiar had emerged from the squalor, people with nowhere else to go making the best of impossible situations.

      Thoughts drifted to the laudanum. Sara had helped her search and dispose of her supply when she returned from the asylum, but getting more would be easy enough, just a quick visit to the general store. “No,” she whispered to herself, the word barely audible over the train’s rhythm. “I can’t go back to that. I’ve made too much progress. But how do I shake this blackness that hangs over me like a funeral pall?”

      Her mind wandered to the painted women, to the desperate railroad workers, to men like Dawes who’d built something from nothing in the wilderness. They all had to survive when the world offered them no good choices. Perhaps that understanding could be her path forward. Not judging those who made hard decisions in impossible conditions but finding ways to help when she could.

      When the Robinsons’ carriage delivered her home, Sara promised to visit tomorrow for tea. Abigail accepted this time, thinking they’d have plenty to discuss.

      As she watched the carriage pull away, the well-dressed man from Hell on Wheels appeared in her mind. There had been something in his bearing, his careful grooming amid the squalor, which suggested he understood the game of survival better than most. Despite the warmth of the May afternoon, she couldn’t help but shiver.
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      The railroad steward’s polished boots looked out of place on the rough planks of Hell on Wheels. Dawes paused mid-sweep as the steward picked his way across the makeshift floor. The man delivered an envelope, its paper too fine for this canvas town. The monogram of Cyrus K. Holliday caught the light. Dawes’ stomach tightened.

      The seal broke under his thumb. A complaint? Had Holliday discovered how profitable his operation was? The message inside was brief, almost curt:

      
        
        You are requested to meet with Mr. Cyrus K. Holliday in his private railcar at 2 p.m. Please let the steward know if you can attend.

      

      

      
        
        James Relihan, Secretary

      

      

      The locomotive’s arrival coincided with the end of Dawes’ dinner in the mess tent. The maroon car eased to a stop on the switch, its polished brass fittings catching the afternoon sun. Thirty minutes remained before the meeting, enough time for thorough preparation.

      The stunned looks of his former tentmates still brought a smile when he moved to his new private quarters. The “German” cologne he’d purchased in Kansas City was probably fake, but it implied the right class of man. Just a splash, being certain not to overdo it. His palms sweated as he climbed the car’s steps; he wiped the dampness on his trousers before knocking.

      Relihan, the secretary, showed him to a chair before the massive mahogany desk with its gold inlays. Neat stacks of papers implied order, control, and power. Holliday entered from the front of the car. Dawes had positioned himself carefully—respectful but not subservient.

      “Mr. Dawes.” Holliday’s voice carried the easy authority of wealth. “I suppose you’re wondering why I requested this meeting.”

      “That I am, sir.” Leading with potential problems seemed a wise move. “I hope our new saloon or brothel hasn’t offended you.”

      “Not in the slightest degree. You’re not in trouble, son. But I do have a business proposition to discuss.” Holliday’s chuckle eased some tension. Holliday poured himself a whiskey, which Dawes declined. No need to mention his abstention.

      “You have caught our attention,” Holliday continued. “Avery has been giving us reports on Hell on Wheels, and it appears your undertaking is a resounding success.”

      “Thank you, sir.” A neutral voice masked his racing thoughts.

      “Since you began your little operation, our labor turnover is down and morale is up. I should’ve known that whiskey and women are the keys to worker happiness.”

      Relaxation came slightly. Just slightly.

      “I’ll get to the point,” Holliday said. “We need someone in Fort Dodge, soon to be Dodge City, I hear. The U.S. government has allotted us parcels along the railroad. We’re going to sell this land to raise expansion funds. The board wants an office there, and we’d like you to run it. Vice-presidency in the railway, attractive salary, stock options.”

      “Why me?” The question escaped before Dawes could frame it more carefully.

      “You created your little traveling road show
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