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Prologue

[image: ]


In 250 (new reckoning), the Blue Plague decimated much of humankind. If it hadn't been for the Great Intervention of 252, mankind might have perished. But because of God's Intervention, humans developed telepathic powers, allowing them to begin an era of true peace. After all, it's hard to wage war when you know exactly what the other guy is thinking and planning.

In 325, God's Portal was implemented, allowing travel back through time. At first, only scientists used the device, although illegal copies proliferated and other less scrupulous individuals used them. Gradually others were allowed to use the monitored, legal devices for travel. Travelers were researched thoroughly to make sure they didn't alter the timeline. Of course, by this time the legal faction had to jump on the bandwagon, pointing out that since history had already occurred, obviously timelines hadn't been altered—debates are still festering to this day about this point. Time-tourists were implanted with recall devices, which would bring them back to the present.

Not surprisingly, one of the first illegal tools to come on the market was a way to circumvent the recall. As so often happens when an illegal device appears, murderers, felons and other criminals were the first to take advantage of the technology. In 343, travel through the portal was banned because too many criminals escaped and so many tourists decided to "stay behind." In 345, the History Patrol was formed. The Guides with the Patrol go back in time, checking to ensure that criminals are not wreaking havoc and that those wayward tourists who did not recall remained behind of their own free will.

A telepathic, shapeshifting Companion accompanies each Guide as a guard. Only Companions know the whole truth about the Patrol. The Companion and Guide are reincarnations of two lovers, one of whom betrayed the other. Companions cannot be seen in human form until they can forgive the one who betrayed them in a former life or until they are freely forgiven by the one they betrayed.

The Guides are unaware that they have a previous life connection to their Companions. As far as they know, their assignments are straightforward—find the criminals and/or tourists, bring 'em home. Their Companion is with them to help, give advice and monitor until that moment of revelation when penance has been served and forgiveness must be given or withheld.

In a way, it's God's way of giving people a do-over. Sometimes the do-over is positive and sometimes...well, don't let it be said that God doesn't have a sense of humor.
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Chapter One
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Jim, currently in his dog form, sniffed the moist Minnesota air. Someone goofed.

Penelope Albright glared at the tidy farmyard. "This is wrong." Her red-gold braid swung wildly when she looked around, tapping her straw bonnet against one thigh. "Very wrong." 

She switched to telepathic mode. We should be in town. And this heat! We're supposed to be here in September. It's too hot to be September. She tugged the dusty cotton skirt that wrapped around her legs.

This ain't September. Jim ambled into the yard, gazing around with alert gray-blue eyes, the only part of his physical being he couldn't change when he shapeshifted. As he approached the steps to the farmhouse the front door opened.

A small, plump man with wispy blond hair peered myopically at them. His round baby face and soft body gave him the appearance of a cherub fallen to earth. "Ah! You've arrived."

Penelope strode forward. "You're the proctor for the History Patrol?"

He nodded. "Basil Stillwithe. Come inside. I'll update you."

Jim moved past Penelope to block the doorway. He peered into the interior but, seeing no threat, moved to one side. Penelope stomped up the wooden steps. "Update us? On what?"

They entered a crude kitchen with a small table near the wall and a living area ahead near a fireplace. Two open doors led to small bedrooms. Jim roamed the space while Penelope dropped her bonnet on the table then turned to face Stillwithe. 

"What's going on?" she demanded, tugging off her gloves. "I was told we were needed in September, in town. Why are we here now?" She tossed the gloves down on the plain wooden table, crossing the room to one of the two rocking chairs near the hearth.

Finished with his cursory exploration, Jim flopped down on the braided rug in front of the fireplace. Where are we, by the way? Stillwithe and Penelope turned to stare at him. If a dog could be said to shrug, he did. When we got out of quarantine I went right to Recharging then we were sent here. No one briefed me. His tongue lolled when he smiled at Penelope.

She rolled her dark amber eyes as she sank into the rocking chair. "Screwed up. Totally." Stillwithe hovered nearby, wringing his hands. When he tried to speak, Penelope silenced him with a thunderous glare, a glare that Jim recognized very well. She'd leveled it at him enough times. She looked down at him now. "We're supposed to be in Northfield, Minnesota, in early September 1876."

Years of experience kept Jim from howling. The James gang, he stated laconically. His Guardian Angel's voice in his head was buzzing for attention but he successfully ignored it.

"We're to observe the upcoming bank robbery, to determine if a ninth man was involved. That's been a bit of speculation throughout history. And to investigate the possibility that Franz Mueller is here."

Mueller? Jim surged to his feet. The Murderer of Munich? The Baby Butcher? The Diabolical Doctor? That Franz Mueller?

"Yes, that Mueller. The Patrol got word from another Guide that they might need assistance. She and her Companion thought they spotted Mueller. They were here on vacation, on a tourist visa, and spied him. But they haven't seen him since that one sighting. We're lucky they're trained in this kind of thing and were here already."

Stillwithe nodded excitedly. "Exactly. Roberta and Simon are trying to track his whereabouts." He glanced expectantly at Jim. "Simon is a True Companion."

Penelope rushed to fill the awkward silence. "Roberta's vacationing as a singer in a traveling show and Simon is the manager." She made an exasperated noise. "Honestly! We were supposed to come here immediately before the raid."

On September 7, 1876, Jim finished glumly.

"But it appears we're here on August 24 instead, a full two weeks early." She flicked a disdainful gaze to the calendar on the wall. "And we aren't in Northfield, we're on a farm. This is totally messed up. It's almost as messed up as the fools who allowed murderers and crazy men to use God's Portal in the first place." She rolled her eyes expressively. "Who knows how many escaped into the past before those fools discovered their mistake? Idiots."

Stillwithe smiled hesitantly. "I was told your cover story would be that you are my spinster schoolteacher sister, visiting from her job in Ohio." Penelope bristled while Stillwithe hurried on. "In this time an unmarried thirty-seven-year-old woman is a spinster. You'll watch the farm for me while I'm visiting sick relatives in Montana." He cleared his throat. "As proctor, of course, I won't be here. I only prepare the ground for you, so to speak. It's up to Guides and their Companions to handle the real business. I presume you've been involved in a forced recall before?"

"Not exactly." Penelope tapped a staccato rhythm with one leather-clad foot. "How am I to watch history if I'm stuck on this farm? And how am I to meet up with Simon and Roberta? There's not much chance for a spinster to interact with a professional singer, especially one who's not even in town, but traveling."

Stillwithe's baby face creased with worry. "That poses a problem. But upper management wouldn't have done it if there wasn't an excellent reason." He beamed at her, then at Jim. His smile faltered when Jim returned the stare coldly. "They always have a reason."

Not always a good one, Jim muttered.

Stillwithe looked shocked but Penelope just shrugged. "I agree with Jim. Well, our recall isn't scheduled until September 8, so we'll have to make the best of it."

"Good, that's the spirit." Stillwithe rubbed his hands together. "I've hired a man to help around the farm. I've also told Sadie Milhouse that you'll be visiting. She's the biggest gossip in town, plus she works at the general store, so word will spread about your arrival."

Jim heard footsteps on the stairs outside. He surged to his feet then disappeared into a bedroom. Penelope stood when a knock sounded.

"The hired man is very prompt and reliable," Stillwithe explained, moving to the front door. "I'm sure you two will get along well." He opened the door. A tall man entered, broad shoulders brushing the narrow doorframe. Stillwithe turned to Penelope. "James Benteen, this is my sister, Penelope Albright. Mr. Benteen will be helping you on the farm while I'm gone."

Jim huddled near the lumpy bed in the next room, ill and miserable. The voice in his head buzzed again, speaking on their private mode. You know the rules. You cannot tell her. If you tell her, your soul is forfeit. Guides know nothing of their true role.

Jim's brain throbbed with suppressed rage. I know! he spat. You might have warned me!

The voice was, as always, annoyingly calm. You knew this moment would come. You knew you'd meet your former self and return to the time of your crime. This is your chance to expiate your sin.

Why now?

Why not? You and she have been together for how long?

Jim remembered the time-trips he and Penelope had shared. A lifetime, he thought privately. Ten years. But time is fluid, he said. And, as you know, relative.

Indeed. I'm just reminding you that a soul cannot exist in two places at the same time. You and James Benteen cannot touch. The voice's caution rang in his mind.

Jim growled, his head pounding with knowledge. If we do, I'll be lost with all chance of redemption gone. He didn't want to consider that possibility. We aren't going after Mueller, are we? You wouldn't pit us against that monster would you?

Of course not. The real reason you're here is your redemption. This is your chance, hound. Our other Guide and Companion can deal with Mueller. You just deal with your penance. Has it been hard? Your penance? The quiet voice was curiously insistent.

Jim growled again. I caused the death of the woman I loved. Can any penance be harsh enough?

But to travel with her and never reveal your true soul to her. Isn't it hard to be with her and not reveal that you were lovers in a previous life?

Perhaps I'm revealing my true soul to her through these trips. Jim considered that idea. Perhaps that's why They decided now was my chance for redemption. He waited for a response but the entity was silent. They never interfered when you wanted them to. Guardian Angels, he thought. They were all meddling old busybodies. Whoever put them in charge of penance was insane.

Oh. Wait. God did.

Hmm.

Jim peeked into the living area. The supposed foul-up with the timing made sense now. In order for history to repeat itself, Penelope had to be here, in Northfield, in the week prior to the robbery. If events unfolded as they had in the past, she and Benteen would fall in love. He would betray Penelope and she would die during the robbery at the bank. Jim sighed, wincing at the pain of memories and by the nearness of his former self.

Penelope glanced at him. What's wrong? she asked. Normally you'd be out here, itching to take a bite out of the stranger. Before he could reply, she turned to regard James Benteen, who watched her with calm impassivity. Penelope strode across the room and stuck out her hand. "Mr. Benteen. I'm pleased to meet you."

He took her hand, clasped it then released it. "Ma'am."

"My brother told me that you'll be helping around the farm. I'm sure we'll feel better knowing you're here." She glanced around the small room. "It's rather isolated."

"We?"

Penelope glanced over her shoulder at the bedroom. "My dog and I. Jim? Come out to meet Mr. Benteen."

When Jim crept to the doorway and peered out, miasmas of pain radiated in his mind. James Benteen winced, touching his forehead. Steel-blue eyes met steel-blue eyes. He stared at the tall cowboy. Benteen's fine, thick hair was cropped short and liberally salted with gray. Deep lines etched his eyes on a long face with an unsmiling mouth under a thick, drooping mustache.

Jim regarded Penelope with his dog's eyes. She was like a porcelain figurine with her pale, smooth skin, her perfect oval face with the pointed, defiant chin. She was softly feminine from her glossy, thick hair to those tiny, perfectly formed feet, as was everything in between. Jim's stomach roiled at the memories. Her pert, beautiful breasts, so high and firm. Her slender waist, lovely butt, her pretty, sweetly shaped legs that used to wrap around his hips. 

He remembered with aching detail how it felt to have her under him. He remembered his man shape, her woman shape and how they'd fit together perfectly. Pain from the memories and the nearness of his former self flooded him. He glanced again at Benteen. Love. Who can grasp it?

He huffed a noise then went back into the bedroom.

* * * * *
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Penelope frowned at Jim when he disappeared. "He's usually far more polite." She smiled at Benteen but it faded when the man turned a narrow, calculating stare on Jim's retreating tail. His face looked chiseled from stone, he was dusty and he was sweaty. She surreptitiously rubbed her hand on her skirts. He reminded her of one of those homely cowboy heroes from the ancient entertainment holo-vids she was secretly addicted to. Tommy Lee Jones, she decided. Or Sam Shepherd.

She realized that Benteen and Stillwithe were regarding her expectantly. "Perhaps you and my, um, brother can show me the farm," she suggested. "That way I'll have an idea what my chores will be."

"Your chores?" Benteen asked. It was hard to see his eyes because he was still wearing his dusty hat. He probably had little or no social skills, Penelope realized. She hoped she wouldn't be expected to fraternize with him.

"I presume I'll have some daily tasks to complete." She silently thanked the trainers who'd prepped her. It was amazing what they could do with deep hypnosis. She had no fears of cow-milking, chicken-killing, or soap-making.

Benteen's mustache quivered. It looked as though he was suppressing a smile. Stillwithe cleared his throat. "That's a wise idea, sister. Perhaps Mr. Benteen can come with us while I give you a tour."

She snatched her bonnet off the table. "Ready when you are, gentlemen."

"After you, ma'am." Benteen opened the door then stepped aside, glancing back at the bedroom. "Should I leave the door open for your dog?"

Penelope shot Jim a reproving look. "Thank you, Mr. Benteen." She looked at Jim. Feel free to explore. And learn some manners while you're at it.

I don't like him.

Get used to it. We'll be seeing a lot of him. Penelope smiled at Benteen before preceding him out the door. Jim followed, keeping distance between himself and the tall man.

Penelope sighed. It was going to be a long trip.

She examined James Benteen when he moved ahead of her. He had a lean, supple build with a silent way of walking, his big hands loose at his sides. His faded denims and plaid shirt were dusty, his boots so worn they were the color of the dirt. He had the appearance of a man who seldom, if ever, let down his guard. In fact, he probably never smiled.

They made a circuit of the small farmyard and barn, ending up at the front steps of the house. Jim had vanished off on some doggy errand of his own. Penelope wondered why he'd been so rude. Usually he was the most well-behaved Companion a Guide could ask for. She bid farewell to Mr. Benteen, who returned to the barn. Penelope and Stillwithe went into the house, where it was marginally cooler.

Stillwithe gave her a tour of the tiny space and inventory of the kitchen, the attached well room and the cold storage. They ended up at the rough kitchen table, a pitcher of well water and two heavy ceramic mugs on the table in front of them. 

"You should be quite comfortable," Stillwithe repeated for the tenth time. "It's only for a few days."

"A few days without holo-entertainment, indoor plumbing or environmental conditioning. Why did they send us so early?" Penelope looked at the plain furniture, shabby blue gingham curtains on the tiny windows and scrubbed floor. "And where is Jim?" She dabbed her hot face with a damp cloth. "He should be here."

"Is he a True Companion?" Stillwithe asked. "I've never had much interaction with them. Have you been together long?"

"He's a Companion." Penelope hoped her abrupt tone would discourage conversation.

"Do you know what his crime was?"

Penelope gave him a withering look. "Of course not."

"Was he the betrayer or the betrayed? Surely you know that much at least?"

She had her suspicions but she wasn't going to share with this rude little man. "He hasn't confided the details to me."

"Haven't you seen him at Recharging? I thought Guides participated at their Companion's Recharging. That's the only time they can assume human form."

"Jim's private life is his business," Penelope said. Why hadn't Jim confided in her? Why wasn't she allowed to see him during Recharging? The presence of a Guide could be beneficial during Recharging. So why wasn't she allowed to see his real form? "It's irrelevant," she snapped, tapping the table. "Now tell me about this Benteen. Where does he live? Does he eat with you?"

"He sleeps in the original cabin, beyond the barn near the stream. He prepares his own meals. We seldom socialize."

Penelope breathed a sigh of relief. "How will you extricate yourself?"

Stillwithe sipped his water, his Adam's apple bobbing with the swallow. "I'm only supposed to be gone two weeks. You'll receive a telegram, telling of my death. Benteen is looking for land to buy, so you can sell the farm to him. It's a perfect solution. Prior to that, you'll meet with Roberta and Simon, help them devise a plan to capture Mueller then you can leave the day after the bank robbery, a frightened lonely woman returning to the safety of civilization."

Penelope fumed. "So you go back now to the comfort of our world while Jim and I wait for events to unfold."

"I'm sure there's an excellent explanation for why you're here so early. Upper management usually has good reasons for what they do."

Like Jim, Penelope had a low opinion of her so-called superiors in the History Patrol. Unlike Jim, she kept her opinions to herself. "Indeed. When will you leave?"

"My recall site is on the outskirts of Fargo. I'll catch the train tomorrow morning."

Penelope stifled a surge of envy. Stillwithe would return to cleanliness, comfort and convenience while she and Jim would be stuck here to sweat and eat bad food. Oh, well. That was the price she paid to be a witness to history. 

She stood up. "I'll unpack my bags." Picking up the pitcher of water, she headed for the larger bedroom where her valise, sent days before, sat on the unsavory-looking mattress.

"Miss Albright?"

"Yes, Mr. Stillwithe?"

"How do you plan to capture Mueller? How will you meet with Roberta?"

Mueller. Penelope squashed the shiver of fear that ran through her at the name. The History Patrol was established to help track tourists who escaped into the past and to find criminals who also escaped. This was the first forced recall of a criminal that she'd be involved in. She had no idea how to handle it. Then she remembered. She didn't have to handle it. All she had to do was serve as backup to Roberta and Simon, who would do the actual dirty work.

"I'm sure I'll think of something." She escaped to the bedroom, surveying the tiny room. Lumpy bed on rope springs, a faded rag rug on the floor, shabby curtains on the window and a rough three-drawer dresser wedged into one corner. She saw the chamber pot in one corner and wrinkled her nose with distaste.

It was going to be a long trip.

She peeled off the sleeve-bodice combination on her traveling dress, revealing the thin-strapped linen blouse underneath. When she stepped to the window, the breeze made her feel immediately better. It was almost sundown. Hopefully the night wouldn't be as hot as the day. 

After she unpacked her few belongings from the valise she turned to the trunk that had been delivered days before, hanging the five dresses, five skirts and four blouses on the wall pegs then tucking her meager lingerie into the dresser. She paused once to look out the window at the waving cornfields, grazing cattle, and James Benteen, riding a horse through a meadow near the woods.

Where the hell was Jim? Penelope poured water into the chipped ceramic dish then sponged off the dust from her neck, arms and face. He was supposed to be her guard as well as her Companion. Some guard he turned out to be.

For the thousandth time she considered what might have happened in his previous life. Companions and Guides traveled together, the shapeshifting Companions assisting their human Guides. A Companion was either a betrayer or a betrayed in a former life. Their choice was to travel in time until they met their betrayer or the one whom they'd betrayed. When forgiveness was freely given, penance was served.

Penelope had gleaned enough hints from Jim in their ten years together to know that he had betrayed someone in his past and had chosen penance to expiate his sin. She and Jim would travel in time together until he met that person and could be forgiven.

Whom did he hurt? Penelope considered that question, relaxing when the cooling water soothed her. Why wouldn't he show her his true form?

It's a good farm.

She turned, startled, to see Jim coming in the doorway. "Where have you been?"

Reconnoitering. He flopped down onto the floor, panting. Got any water left? I've covered a lot of distance. The buildings are all sturdy, the livestock looks healthy, and the fields are well tended. There're a couple of cats in the barn who gave me an update.

She picked up her skirts to step over him. "I'm sorry. I'll put your bowl out." She lingered, looking at herself in the crude mirror over the dresser. "Do you think I have a rash?" she asked, touching the skin above her breasts. "Our last time-trip in Egypt was so dry. We barely had time to repack our bags before they sent us here."

Don't you always get a rash when you get your pregnancy immunization? he asked. You always worry about your skin after getting your shots.

Penelope tossed her head. "I suppose you're right. Although why they bother giving me the shots is a mystery. We're not supposed to fraternize with the locals." She dragged on a light cotton blouse then pulled his water bowl out of the trunk, taking it to the kitchen pump. Stillwithe was in the other bedroom, packing a small valise and humming. Jim padded after Penelope.

"What are we going to do for two weeks, Jim?" she asked.

He put his paws up and looked out the kitchen window. Penelope followed his gaze, seeing Benteen leading a horse to the barn. Jim glanced at her over his shoulder. I don't know, Nell. Maybe go crazy?

"Perhaps." She set his filled bowl down on the floor then turned to the kitchen stove. "I suppose I should reacquaint myself with one of these monsters. How long has it been since we had a frontier trip?"

Jim lapped the cool water. Three or four years ago, I think. When we were in Omaha for that week.

Penelope sighed. "Fourteen days in this wilderness. How can I stand it?"

Jim wisely didn't answer.

Penelope had a sponge bath that night before bed, banishing Stillwithe from the house, stripping off her clothes then wiping off the grime of a hot Minnesota August day in a hipbath in front of the cold fireplace. 

"I'm going to need a tub bath at least twice a week," she grumbled to Jim, who lounged on the floor, watching her. She sponged her breasts, water drizzling down into the tub, sighing while the lukewarm temperature eased some of the heat of the day. "It's going to be a lot of trouble. And what will I do with my hair?"

The concern in question was bundled on top of her head in a lopsided mass. Jim's gaze flickered to it then to the sponge as she ran it over her thighs, buttocks then her pubic curls. He licked his lips. There's a stream nearby, he said, his mindvoice rough.

"Really? Could I bathe there?" She moved the sponge back up to her breasts to lazily circle her nipples. Raising one arm, she ran the sponge down to her armpit. Then she transferred the sponge to the other hand to repeat the maneuver. The soft lavender smell of the herbs in the tub scented the air of the cabin.

He licked his lips again. If I guard.

"Jim?"

Hmm?

Penelope's thoughts drifted. She longed to ask him what it was like to love someone. Like all Guides, she had basic sexual training but she had never loved anyone. What was it like to feel that need, to want one specific person above all others? She had never met anyone approved by the Patrol whom she could care for . Once she got to know Jim, it was out of the question. She looked at Jim as she idly dragged the sponge over her nipples.

What's wrong, Nell?

She smiled dreamily at him. Jim was such a beautiful dog. He was as big as a wolf and looked like one with his gray-black markings. It had taken such a long time before he accepted her. Penelope remembered the first time they were introduced and how shy he was. He hid behind the Master Sergeant, peering at her from behind the man's knees. 

Jim had a long, silver-gray muzzle laced with flecks of black, and it had an odd bump in the middle, just near the nose. Only that nose showed around the Master Sergeant's legs. It took a lot of coaxing on her part to get close to him. And it took at least two, maybe three time-trips before he started to relax around her.

Penelope looked at him with affection. Now he was such a part of her life she didn't know what she would do if he was forgiven and became a True. How could she endure not having him with her? If he became a True Companion, he could choose his own Guide. Perhaps when he was forgiven he would to settle with the woman he loved.

She felt familiar pain at that thought. It was an irrefutable fact that Jim must be in love with someone. His existence was proof of that. He still loved someone, across time and distance. He was living for the moment when his love would forgive him. When that happened, Penelope would lose him forever.

Or was it something else? Penelope harbored a secret hope, a secret dream that perhaps Jim wasn't still in love with the woman he'd betrayed. Was it just the guilt? Was he doing penance because of the woman or was he doing penance for his guilt? He never talked about that unknown "her," so Penelope wasn't sure. The uncertainty gnawed at her.

She dropped the sponge, suddenly weary. "Nothing's wrong."

* * * * *
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Jim watched her bathing, his heart twisting at the sight. They had long ago come to grips with the fact that he was, indeed, a human male, even though he was never human around her. They were so often thrown into situations where they shared space that it was inevitable that he'd see her naked. She didn't appear to mind and Jim didn't mind at all, except he often was aroused with no outlet for his passions. He couldn't maintain his human form in the presence of people and he sure as hell wouldn't indulge in canine sex.

Just part of the penance, he thought, lying on his back to stare up at her.

Damn sexless angels.

How he wished he had human hands. He ached to touch her again. The memory haunted him. Like all Guides, she had no knowledge of their former life together. All she knew was that Jim was waiting to meet his former love on a time-trip so he could be forgiven. She had no idea she held his forgiveness in her hands. It had taken years to train himself before he could be sure he wouldn't blurt out the truth. Jim swallowed hard, staring at her, wondering for the hundredth time why he chose this penance.

Penelope twined a strand of hair around a finger, twisting it into a curl. For the hundredth time, Jim had his answer. He would do anything to have one more chance to touch her, to make love to her again, to explain to her what happened and to receive her forgiveness. He just didn't know it would be like this. He watched the play of emotion on her face, wondering what she was thinking.

Then he saw her face change, noting the sadness that crept into her expression. He knew there was no use pressing her. He'd seen that look before, often in the last few years. She was thinking of something painful, something she wouldn't share with him.

She silently got out of the bath, patted herself dry then dressed in the green chemise she got in Egypt. After pulling on a plain cotton bathrobe, she gestured Stillwithe back into the house, bid him good night and retreated to her bedroom.

Jim followed her, watching her braid her hair in front of the mirror. At some point, he glanced at the window. Benteen was in the distance, watching. The big man flushed then hurried away when Jim met his eyes. Jim closed his eyes in pain, knowing exactly what conflicting emotions the man was feeling. He knew that coming back to this time would be hard but no one had prepared him for this.

His penance had truly begun.
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Chapter Two
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The next day after breakfast Benteen harnessed two stoic-looking horses to a wagon then loaded a small trunk into the wagon bed. Stillwithe and Penelope climbed onto the seat. 

Benteen mounted his horse, riding ahead of them down the lane to the road that led to town. Like the previous day, he was dressed in faded denims and plaid shirt with the scuffed boots. But today he also wore a leather holster and gun on his right hip. His large dark cowboy hat shaded his face but Penelope saw the stubble of beard on his cheeks.

"Is it necessary to have him with us?" Penelope asked while Stillwithe maneuvered the wagon around the ruts in the lane.

"It's only been fourteen years since the Sioux Uprising and there've been problems since then. Folks would talk if I let you ride home alone."

Penelope looked back at Jim, who lolled in the wagon bed. "I'm not sure I care for Mr. Benteen," she admitted in a quiet voice. Jim growled an agreement.

"He'll watch out for you," Stillwithe said. "He's a reformed gunman."

"He's what?"

"A reformed gunman. Oh, don't worry," Stillwithe said when he saw her amazed look. "They told me he was the best man for the job before I came here. He only wears the gun when he's away from the farm." He paused. "I think."

Jim rolled his eyes. Stillwithe was too naïve to be real. He peered past Penelope to the dust cloud that was Benteen. How did you explain Penelope's sudden appearance?

"Told him you got a ride from town up to the lane," Stillwithe said. Penelope made a noise when dust swirled around her. "Sorry. We've had a drought. Things are getting parched."

Penelope fanned herself with the old Oriental fan she'd packed. Today she wore a plain gray skirt, starched white blouse and a broad-brimmed straw hat tied with a jaunty dark green ribbon under her chin. She'd traded in the endless undergarments—petticoats, corsets and pantaloons—for flowered cotton panties, a matching demi-bra and cotton socks that protected her feet in the supple leather boots. Jim had watched her dress, enjoying the sight of her pulling those pansy-decorated panties over her soft, womanly hips. He sighed, rolling onto his back to stare up at the amazing blue sky.

Damn angels. Trust them to come up with a penance like this.

* * * * *
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Penelope noted the tidy farms, ripe fields and bucolic pastures with horses and cows. At first glance the land appeared flat, but in reality they were traversing gentle hills, interspersed with clumps of trees in the distance, probably grouped around a water source. Lone buildings stood out in sharp relief against the horizon, angular among the rippling fields of wheat and corn. Life here was good but it was obviously hard-won, as evidenced by the boulder fences and the unpretentious houses. All money probably goes into the farm, she thought while they jounced their way into town. It would be years, if then, before they showed a profit. She once again thanked God she came from 338 and not 1876.

The wagon crested a small hill, the bustling frontier town of Northfield appearing in front of them. She straightened in her seat, anxious to see where the Great Northfield Raid would take place. She had read about the gun battle with Jesse James during her quarantine but being in the actual spot gave a person a real feel for history. She smiled. There was nothing like being a History Guide. It was the best job in the world. Well, except for the dust and the smells, she thought.

They came into town from the north. Stillwithe steered the wagon down Division Street. Penelope looked around curiously while they passed an undertaker's parlor, jewelry store, loan agency, shoe store, and saloon. They proceeded down the street, driving past the small General Store with "E. Lockwood, Prop." on a sign over the front. 

Penelope smiled politely at the sharp-eyed woman dressed in a crisp white blouse and dark brown skirt who came out on the boardwalk to watch them. Stillwithe nodded to the woman then to a large man dressed in dark pants and a white shirt who paused on the boardwalk to regard them. 

"That's the sheriff," Stillwithe muttered out of the corner of his mouth, his smile unflagging. "And Sadie. Word will be all over town in a few minutes you're here."

Penelope smiled at the sheriff, who nodded in return. He appeared to be in his mid-forties or early fifties with steel-gray hair under a dark gray hat, a large gray mustache and the weathered, worn appearance of a man who spent most of his life outdoors. He also wore a gun on his hip and a prominent badge on one breast pocket. The man eyed Benteen with an unnerving intensity. Benteen nodded in return as he continued leading the way down the street. "Does the sheriff dislike Mr. Benteen?"

Stillwithe urged the horses around the corner. "I believe there is some animosity between them. I'm not exactly sure why."

Benteen glanced behind him. Penelope followed his gaze to the sheriff, who stood on the boardwalk watching them. "It's probably a male thing," Penelope muttered. Jim, crouching in the wagon, huffed an agreement.

Stillwithe drove the wagon down Bridge Street. "Bank's that way." He nodded to his left. Penelope looked with interest at the First National Bank, a three-story brick structure with Romanesque arches over the windows. "It fronts on Division Street. These are our two main streets. Division runs north and south, Bridge runs east and west."

Penelope eyed tiny Bridge Square and the businesses that opened onto it. "I didn't realize the town was this large," she said when they crossed the iron bridge over the Cannon River to the western side of town and the railroad depot.

"Two thousand people. And still growing." The wagon jounced over the rough railroad crossing. Stillwithe turned north again to the small, squat depot sitting next to the tracks. After parking the wagon he sprang down, reaching up to assist Penelope. She tangled with her skirts, finally lifting them high in order to negotiate the intricate maneuver of dismounting from the wagon.

Showing a lot of leg there, Nell, Jim warned her.

It's either that or fall on my ass. Besides, no one noticed.

I wouldn't count on that. The big dog eyed Benteen, who watched them with an unreadable expression, his face shaded by his hat.

It can't be helped. Penelope surveyed the notice board outside the building while Stillwithe went into the depot to purchase his ticket. She pulled down a copy of a flyer as he emerged, chatting with a slender man with wavy golden hair and large brown eyes. She held up the brightly colored paper. 

"I believe I've found the solution to—" She stopped when she saw the stranger.

"This is Penelope Albright, my stepsister," Stillwithe said, leading the man to her. "Sister, this is Dr. Sheldon. I was telling Dr. Sheldon that you're a talented herbalist. Perhaps you'd like to chat with him, my dear."

She thrust the paper behind her and held out her hand. "How do you do?"

"The pleasure is mine." The blond man took her hand. "I see you're also interested in the arts." His brown eyes flickered to the paper she held.

Penelope smiled sheepishly. "In a manner of speaking. My cousin is traveling with this troupe. They're apparently coming to Red Wing, which I believe is near. All I need to do is go there to see her. I presume the train goes there." She looked from Sheldon to Stillwithe, who was shaking his head regretfully. "Is there a problem?"

Women don't travel alone in this era, especially to Red Wing to talk to someone in a traveling show. Jim yawned and scratched behind his ear.

"I'm so sorry, my dear," Stillwithe said. "I won't be available to travel with you."

Penelope smiled. "I'm sure I'll be fine. I'll go alone and stay in a hotel. I'm certain I can manage a simple train trip by myself." The horrified look on Sheldon's face made her hesitate. Did I say something wrong?

Hotels are hardly better than brothels, except in the bigger cities.

Stillwithe pulled her hand through his crooked arm. "I'm afraid it just isn't possible, dear. I'm so sorry. You'll have to wait until Roberta comes to Northfield." They started walking to the train.

Penelope glanced down at the paper she still held. "But first they're going to St. Paul then St. Cloud. They won't get to Northfield until the..." she peered closer at the paper, "...southern leg of the frontier tour, before returning to Kansas City for the winter." She put the paper in her skirt pocket. "By which time I'll be back home."

I'll be bathing in hot water, eating good food, and watching holo-entertainment until my brains ooze out of my head, she told Jim while they
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