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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            DAKOTA AUCLAIR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        November 1868

      

      

      

      “I do NOT need a husband.”

      I stood in my sister’s mammoth dressing room with a hundred thousand yards of gold and white silk taffeta cascading around my waist to the floor.

      I balanced on a little velvet platform with two seamstresses painstakingly measuring and pinning the hem of the dress. The taffeta rustled with each little movement.

      My sister Bailey, big as a house—pregnant with her first child—sat on a blue velvet loveseat and grinned at me. She was positively glowing.

      “Have a glass of champagne—for me—and enjoy yourself,” she said. “You know I can’t have champagne while I’m expecting.”

      Bailey’s husband, Graham Daniels, insisted that she not touch a drop of alcohol while pregnant. To say that he was a hovering husband would be an understatement.

      “These slippers are killing my feet,” I said crossly. My sister insisted I wear the white leather lace-up boots for the fitting so that the length of the dress was perfect. The little one-inch heels would have been comfortable enough if they had been just a tad bit longer.

      “I know,” she said. “It’s not my fault your foot is bigger than mine. Your boots will be ready in time for the ball tomorrow night.”

      The seamstresses did not complain as I shifted from one foot to the other, then steeled myself for the duration. Or a few more minutes, at least.

      One of Bailey’s ladies in waiting handed me a champagne flute. The bubbles always made me smile. It was, of course, the best. My sister had the best of everything. No exaggeration.

      She lived in a house with eight bedrooms. Each bedroom had what she called an en suite with a bathtub and indoor plumbing.

      Indoor plumbing was an unheard of luxury out here in the mountains near the little town of Whiskey Springs.

      The house had a total of four stories. The entire top story was Bailey’s studio for painting and sketching. Canvases stood on easels all around the room. Sometimes the paint fumes permeated the house all the way down to the first floor.

      In truth, Bailey often took her canvases and paints outside or her sketchbook and charcoal pencils, but the studio was perfect for cold days and breathtaking views. Standing on the balcony outside her fourth-floor studio, in fact, we could see the town below us. And Graham swore he could see the lights of Denver from here, but I had never seen them. Bailey declined to comment.

      “That dress is beautiful,” Bailey said. “It makes you look like an empress.”

      “It seems far too extravagant for a mere masquerade ball.”

      “Maybe,” Bailey admitted. “But isn’t it fun? And since you’re here to help me with the baby, the least I can do is to make sure you’re happy.”

      “Your piano makes me plenty happy,” I said, taking another sip of the smooth champagne.

      We’d had a piano in Natchez, Mississippi, but when we had traveled west, we couldn’t bring it. I think there were other reasons we had not brought it, but I had been too young to be included in that decision.

      “Turn, just a little,” one of the seamstresses said.

      I turned, giving me a lovely view through one of the windows. A window in a dressing room.

      The view, like all the views in the house was breathtaking. From here I could see the lawn at the back of the house.

      “When did you build a gazebo?” I asked, watching as two men swept white paint on a freshly constructed gazebo.

      “Oh that,” Bailey said. “Graham had it built for the ball.”

      I started to ask why, then knew it was futile. Graham did things because he could. This gazebo looked more like a house. Flattened on the front with two French doors. It had glass windows and a steep roof.

      Suitable for the climate, I mused, wondering if it had a fireplace, too, but I didn’t see a chimney.

      I twirled the stem of my glass and studied the clouds. It would be dark before long, but I could still see the clouds well enough. “It’s going to snow,” I said.

      My brother, Colton, was the weather expert, but I had learned enough from him to know a few things about the weather. Besides, I had lived in the mountains for three years now. A girl learned a few things or two after that long.

      Specifically, right now, I could tell by the way the clouds hovered around the mountain peaks. When they moved up, there would be fresh snow on the peaks and this time of year, that snowfall usually spread to the foothills and valleys.

      There were five of us siblings. I second from the youngest. Bailey was second oldest.

      Our brother was right between the four of us girls. A true middle child.

      Somehow our parents had managed to have five children, one per year. Such precision.

      “This is too pretty,” I said. The bodice had a sweetheart neckline and long sleeves. More gold lace and layers upon layers, showing off my small waist and keeping my shoulders bare.

      “Where else can I possibly wear it?”

      Perhaps if I were going to a ball hosted by the Queen of England, then this would be the dress to wear. And even then, I would hope it did not outshine the queen herself.

      “You can wear it anywhere,” she said. “And if you happen to find a husband, then…” she shrugged and smiled mischievously.

      “Please tell me you did not invite someone for me to meet.” I narrowed my eyes at her.

      “What makes you think I would do a thing like that?” She let her shawl drop off her shoulders and wiped her brow with a cool cloth.

      Watching my sister go through these hot and cold flashes and every other miserable thing like waddling like a duck, made me think that not only did I not want a husband, but I also would think twice about having children.

      “Because before you married Graham, you knew all the single men in town.”

      “I did not,” Bailey said.

      I just rolled my eyes at her. I loved my sister dearly, but she could not deny that she had a lot of beaus back in her day.

      “I wouldn’t do that,” she said. “I would want you to have your own beau.”

      Not a hand-me-down. That notion was ingrained in all of us girls.

      Our mother had always made sure that all of us, even the youngest, got new dresses each season. No hand-me-downs from older sisters, unless, of course, we just wanted something.

      Mother had a strong sense of fairness that she had passed along to her offspring. We’d gotten fairness and kindness from her. We’d gotten fierce survivalness from our father.

      Father had been killed in the war, though, and Mother had not survived long after we got the devastating news.

      I was haunted by the loss of our parents. I had been young. Fifteen. And I still have nightmares. But I never told anyone that. Not even my sisters.

      “What are you going to wear?” I asked, turning the conversation away from me.

      “You’ll see,” she said. “I think you’ll like it.”

      I just smiled. Out of us four girls, Bailey had always been the one who kept up with fashion.

      So I knew that whatever she wore, even in her huge as a house state, she would look lovely.

      “All finished, Miss Bailey,” the head seamstress said.

      “Thank goodness,” I said, gathering up the skirts to step off the platform.

      “Be careful, Miss,” the seamstress warned. “The hem has a thousand pins in it.”

      “I will be careful.” I walked straight to the loveseat and plopped down next to Bailey. Then I reached down, careful to avoid the pins, and pulled off the slippers that had been killing my feet for the last hour.

      “It’s a beautiful dress,” I said adjusting the skirts around me.

      “Maybe you should take it off so it doesn’t get messed up,” Bailey said.

      I rolled my eyes, but I knew she was right.

      Even if I didn’t care about masked balls, particularly, it was hard not to be excited about a dress that was fit for an empress.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            ZACHARY RIVERS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present Time

      

      

      

      “We can’t sell,” Tiffany Auclair said, standing on the fourth floor balcony of the Daniels House.

      “We have to sell, Tif,” Hudson Auclair said, sweeping a hand across the view. “We have the opportunity to be set for life.” Hudson looked over at me. “Right? Tell her Zachary.”

      I didn’t get the chance to say anything. It was just as well. The biting wind had me too frozen through and through to give a coherent response anyway.

      “We’re set right now,” Tiffany insisted.

      Hudson put both gloved hands on his hips. “With the money, we can move away from here. We can go to New York. We can live someplace other than here.”

      I could see that this was going to take awhile.

      They barely noticed when I opened the door and walked inside the large open top floor. What had started out as a studio for renowned landscape and wildlife artist Bailey Auclair, the original owner of the house, was now used for entertaining.

      An outdoor grill had been installed as well as an outdoor fireplace.

      Couches and chairs were scattered all around, inside and out.

      I went to the gas fireplace and watched the flames licking at the faux logs. Much more efficient, but I personally would have left the fireplaces alone. There was nothing like the scent of wood burning in a fireplace on a cold night.

      I hated to be part of what could easily turn into a rift between the two siblings.

      My company, one of those big companies in one of those big cities that Hudson wanted to move to had sent me here for one reason and one reason only.

      To acquire this house so they could turn it into a luxury hotel.

      I could honestly understand both arguments. I could see Hudson’s point. He wanted to take the millions and run. He was more of a male fashionista, not an outdoorsy type person. He didn’t realize—or maybe he didn’t care—that his money wouldn’t last long in New York, but it wasn’t my place to tell him.

      I could see his sister’s point, too. She was still young. She could still have a family. Still live here and enjoy this house that had been handed down through the generations that came before her. And Tiffany was an outdoorsy person. Still living in the house and working from home, she hiked almost every day.

      And there was a third viewpoint. One that I had to concern myself with. As a hotel, thousands of people could enjoy this place every year. It could be a grand hotel, rivaling even THE Grand Hotel on Mackinac Island. Well, maybe not exactly, but in a different way. A much smaller scale.

      I had to keep my eyes on that one. That was my job.

      The door opened and the two siblings came inside. Tiffany went straight to the fireplace, holding her hands out to the warm flames.

      “We decided to wait,” Hudson said, going straight to the minibar and pouring himself a glass of wine. “We’ll wait until after the fundraiser tomorrow before we decide. To give us time to sleep on it.”

      “Good choice,” I said, although I saw it for what it was. It was stalling.

      I could already predict the outcome.

      They would sell. They would sell because Hudson was blinded by the dollar signs. And since he had moved away to Denver long ago, he didn’t have the sentimentality for the area that Tiffany did.

      I also knew that he would regret it one day. And if he didn’t regret selling, he would regret strong arming his sister into it.

      This place meant something to her. She had every right to keep it.

      “If you’ll excuse me,” I said. “I have to go into town to pick up my tux.”

      I didn’t tell them that I had three in my closet at my home in New York, but I hadn’t foreseen the need to bring formal clothing to a house in the middle of the mountains.

      Unfortunately, that put me over more in Hudson’s camp. And I hated that.

      I hated it because I agreed with Tiffany on just how beautiful and special this place was.

      Thank God it ultimately wasn’t my decision to make.

      I honestly knew I would struggle with the decision. For me I would have to weigh in whether or not I would have heirs.

      Tiffany and Hudson had no heirs. But they still had time.

      In the meantime, I would be attending the fundraiser they were holding here tomorrow night. The fundraiser had nothing to do with the sale of the place, at least not directly. Indirectly, it had everything to do with it.

      Tiffany had opened up the house to an art gallery in town raising money for a charity. Since this had been Bailey Auclair’s home, it seemed appropriate to hold the fundraiser here. What I knew was that they were awarding Tiffany a fee for the venue.

      The house was expensive to maintain and needed some work. That’s where I came in.

      The event was significant in that it might be the first of many such fundraisers to be held in what was currently known as the Daniels House. What was to become a destination called the Daniels House Hotel outside of the little town of Whiskey Springs.

      I walked down to my room on the second floor.

      Bailey Auclair must have set some kind of record on the number of paintings she had done. There was one on every wall. It was my understanding that they had been thinned out over the years. At one point the house was all but papered with them and she had painted a mural on in each of the five third floor bedrooms. The bedroom that had belonged to her five children.

      Only one of those murals still existed. It was a lovely mountain scene with wildlife including a flying eagle, an elk, and chipmunks.

      It would have been a travesty if they had painted over it.

      It was a shame they had painted over any of them. They would be perfect for the hotel rooms.

      It was a great loss.

      But what was left could be protected.

      If I did my job well enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3
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      The cold early afternoon air kept the guests pressed inside.

      I had been right. It was snowing. Beautiful, soft snowflakes. Not a blizzard. So hopefully all the guests would be able to go home in the morning if not tonight.

      Bailey and Graham had set up pallets on the second floor of the house for overnight guests.

      But for now, guests were still spilling in. People wanted to see the house. I knew most people came for that, if nothing else.

      I would not deny that the house was something to see. It was aglow with candle light. And the air was scented with fresh flowers everywhere. Daffodils. Poinsettias. Daisies.

      A small four-man orchestra played in the ball room, providing what was supposed to be a joyful background.

      I stood in the foyer next to my sister and Graham. There was a lull in the incoming guests, but another carriage was making its way up toward the front circle drive.

      “I should go,” I said to Bailey. “I don’t have to meet everyone.”

      She put a hand on my arm. “Stay,” she said. “I like having you here.”

      One of the guests came up to speak with Graham and the two men stepped away.

      “See,” she said. “You’re keeping me from standing by myself.”

      “Very well,” I said.

      “Are your boots hurting your feet?” she asked.

      “My boots are fine. I hardly notice them.”

      “What is it, then?”

      “These people are all strangers to me,” I said. “There were so many people, I could not remember their names if I’d had to.

      “I don’t know a lot of them either,” Bailey said with a worried glance over her shoulder. “And I’m sure all of them were invited.”

      She looked back at me and smiled. “But we’ll dance and enjoy the evening, right?”

      “Of course,” I said. But I knew our younger sister Elise would have been better at this. But Elise was at away at school. I was the only available sister to keep Bailey company.

      “At least let me get you some punch,” I said.

      “Very well,” she said. “As long as you get some for yourself as well.”

      I turned and took a step.

      “And where’s your dance card?” she asked.

      I reached into my pocket and pulled out the little dance card I had hoped to keep hidden away. Held it up for her to see.

      “Put it on,” she said as I walked away.

      So with that, I escaped the duty of greeting guests, at least for the moment.

      My dress rustled as I navigated my way through the guests toward the refreshment table. My dress was by far the prettiest and more elegant than anyone else’s.

      Even my sister wore a sedate gown in a deep solid burgundy. A high neckline and long sleeve befitting a lady in her condition.

      It made me wonder all the more what she was up to by outfitting me in such a lavish gown.

      I had my suspicions to be sure, but so far, I’d seen no eligible bachelors that she might be thinking to introduce me to.

      I had no interest in being courted by anyone right now. I had my winter planned out. Keep my sister company until the baby came. Then help her with the newborn. She had a full library of books that I looked forward to losing myself in.

      It was going to be a long winter, snowed in up here on the mountain. But I didn’t mind. I rather looked forward to it.

      As long as we were snowed in, we had no social obligations. And that suited me just perfectly.

      As I reached the refreshment area, one of Bailey’s ladies in waiting handing me a glass of punch.

      “I need one for my sister, too,” I said.

      “Nonsense,” the woman, Anna, said. “I’ll take it to her. You just enjoy yourself.”

      Before I could protest, Anna had already taken off on her singular purpose. Bailey hated when I called her personal maids ladies in waiting, but I found it quite descriptive.

      It wasn’t their fault. Bailey had a way that drew people to her. Not just men, but women as well. Men wanted to be around her and ladies wanted to be her.

      I took the opportunity to walk down the wide hallway leading to the back of the house.

      Although I had not lied about the boots not
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