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CANTONSBURG, TEXAS

July 1868
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SEVEN YEARS CHANGED a town, changed the people.

Yet not this much.

Harry Reiner touched his spurs to his mare’s sides and swiped his sleeve over his gritty, sweaty face. The mare’s hoofbeats thudded against the hard-packed dirt of Main Street, mingling with the squeak of his saddle and the creaking of a loaded wagon twenty feet ahead. 

The stagecoach office, bank, sheriff’s office, and town hall all stood on the left side of the street as they always had; and he’d already passed the telegraph office, Angie’s Cafe, the livery stable, and the feed store on the right. All were a bit more worn, a bit more dusty. Farther down, the white steeple of the church loomed, keeping watch over a town filled with sinners.

He pulled the mare to a stop in front of the general store, swung from the saddle, and secured her to one of the posts supporting the general store’s overhang.

He dropped onto the bench outside the general store and tugged his hat from his head. A shower of dust rained over his trousers, and he slapped the hat against his knee.

Cantonsburg swelled with the bustle of early afternoon. Women, some in worn dresses, some in finery, swished along the boardwalk. Ranchers and cowhands rode down the street. A group of children raced beside the boardwalk and stopped every few feet to toss a ball among themselves.

Nothing abnormal for a town this size. Hundreds of them existed across Texas, all populated with people such as these.

People no more than strangers.

A man pulled rein in front of the sheriff’s office and dismounted. The badge on his chest caught the sunlight, yet the man didn’t have Sheriff Watkins’s stooped shoulders and long gray beard. Had Watkins retired or met his end at the hand of some drunk cowhand?

Not that it mattered.

Harry settled his hat on his head and brushed the dirt from his trousers.

Not much mattered other than getting home and taking the tongue-lashing he’d more than earned from Ma and Pa. 

The general store’s door swung open, and a man waddled out, broom in hand. His gaze snapped to Harry, and his features twisted. Had Mr. and Mrs. Jones sold out and left town?

The man braced his broom against the boardwalk, and his face reddened. “I’ll ask you to remove yourself from my property. I don’t sell to your kind.”

His kind? 

Harry pushed to his feet and took one step toward the man. “I wasn’t bothering you.” 

The man clenched his broom until his knuckles turned white. “Dirty Rebel scum. Get off my property, or I’ll have the sheriff throw you in jail where you belong.”

A Yankee. A no-good Yankee. Of course the man would have to take offense to his old cavalry trousers. “You gonna make me?”

The man’s face flared scarlet, and his round cheeks trembled.

Sure, Harry could plant his fist in the man’s mouth and nose, but that wouldn’t do a thing other than get him a free night behind bars. Not something he needed. 

And the man wasn’t worth it.

“Have it your way, mister.” He strode from the sidewalk to his mare, freed her from the post, and swung into the saddle. For old times’ sake, he’d turn on Cross Street, then ride down First Street. Maybe the less genteel part of town held friendlier residents. 

With a light tap of his spurs on the mare’s sides, he eased her around, rode past the feed store and turned left on Cross Street. 

Seven years ago, decent people had steered clear of Cross Street unless they’d needed to visit the gunsmith or hotel. First Street and its saloons had lurked too close for their liking.

A couple of minutes later, he guided the mare onto First Street. The road—riddled with hoof prints and wagon tracks—stretched empty, but voices drifted from a two-story establishment facing the intersection of Cross and First. 

Burton’s Saloon, a gaudy sign proclaimed it. Seven years ago, a low-slung, dilapidated building had occupied that lot. A couple of men exited the building and strode along the boardwalk, eyes fixed on Harry.

Little wonder. He was a stranger in their town. A town that had once been his home. 

“Looks like we’ve got us a low-down Reb ridin’ through.” A slur clung to the man’s words.

The familiar weight of Harry’s holstered Colt 1851 Navy revolver rested at his hip, and his Henry repeating rifle hung in its scabbard. The men had no reason to cause trouble. No reason to do more than harass a man drifting through yet another dusty town.

But all too often, men didn’t need any reason. 

“I know you heard me. Got anything to say for yourself, Reb?”

Seven years ago, Cantonsburg had been as Southern-leaning as most Texas towns. When had all the Yankees crawled in? 

A shot tore up dirt a couple of inches from the mare’s front feet. She reared and teetered back. Too far back.

He jumped clear. 

The road slammed him, and he rolled. Dust filled his mouth and nose. He scrambled to his feet, and laughter cut through the air. Five more men now stood in front of a saloon two buildings down. 

A couple of yards to his left, the mare struggled to her feet and trotted to a watering trough down the street.

He spit dirt from his mouth. Yankees. They never had anything better to do than cause trouble. 

The original two men stepped off the boardwalk and stilled at the edge of the street. The one on the right dropped a revolver into his holster. “Put on quite a show for us, didn’t you, Reb? Maybe you’d like to have a little more fun.”

“It’s your choice.” It’d been a long time since he’d whipped a couple of Yankees. He could take these two even though both outweighed him by a good twenty pounds. Two to one weren’t bad odds. He’d faced worse. Far worse.

The man on the right pulled his hat from his head and tossed it to the boardwalk behind him. Dark, greasy hair tumbled to his shoulders. “A little too confident, aren’t you, Reb?”

Heat swept up Harry’s neck and settled in his face. He dragged in a breath. Anger never did any good. Blurred a man’s mind and caused him to make stupid mistakes. “Take off those guns and give it a try.”

The man laughed. “Why don’t you come and take it from me?” He dropped his hand to his revolver and yanked the gun free.

It’d come to this. 

Harry jerked the Navy from his holster, thumbed back the hammer, and fired. The Navy bucked in his hand, and an answering shot rang out. Smoke billowed from the greasy-haired man’s revolver.

The man on the left went for his gun. 

Harry pulled back the hammer and fired again, aiming toward him. 

The man on the left staggered.

Two more shots cracked through the air.

Fire tore through his shoulder and side. Drove him back. 

The man on the right stumbled and fell.

Black swept over him. 

The ground plummeted from beneath him. Dirt pounded him. Burning pain swept through him, and warmth touched his left shoulder and side. 

Footsteps thudded against the street. 

He had to get the Navy. Had to cock it before more men came to finish him off. 

To die like this with the ranch only ten miles away ... 

He fumbled across the dirt with his right hand. No revolver. Nothing but grit against his fingers. The warmth spread to his chest and stomach. The black deepened.

“No-good Rebel. Got what he deserved.” Voices distant, muffled.

Weight pressed over his hand, pinned it in place. Have mercy, Lord. I know I’ve sinned. 

“Killed both of those boys right quick. Burton’s boys too. If’n he was in town, he’d finish him off.” The man cursed. “I ain’t touchin’ him. Ain’t helpin’ no Reb. And not one that’s run afoul of Burton.”

Footsteps, this time retreating.

They’d left him to die.

**
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GUNFIRE, QUICK AND sharp, broke the stillness of the hot afternoon. Four or five shots in the space of a few seconds. 

Rose Kendrick lowered the cotton dress to her lap and secured her needle in the collar. Sweat glued tendrils of hair to her forehead, cheeks, and neck. 

The shots had come from First Street, yet the cowhands and townspeople shouldn’t have started their merriment this early on a Friday. Unless the shots had been more than just a few cowhands letting off a little steam.

The clock hanging on the wall across from her ticked off a couple of minutes. No more shots rang out. Protect whoever was involved. Keep them from harm and foolishness. She slipped her needle free and lifted the dress. 

When Sally returned, they’d start another round of wash.

The front door slammed open, and hard, quick footsteps thundered across wood. 

She jumped to her feet, let the dress fall to the floor, and grabbed her shotgun from where it rested on her sewing table. “Sally, is that you?”

Sally appeared in the doorway, red hair clinging to her sweaty forehead, eyes wide. “There’s—there’s a man ...” Her pale skin took on a grayish tinge, and she braced her hand against the doorframe.

Rose tightened her grip on the shotgun. A man doing what? Yet whatever this was, it had to be related to the shooting. Had Ed ...? “Take a few breaths. I’ll not have you fainting on me.”

Sally gasped in two breaths. “There’s a man, a Reb. He got shot. Took on ... a couple of ol’ Burton’s men. Killed—killed ’em.”

Rose returned her shotgun to the table. No danger threatened. “I heard the shots. What were you doing on First Street?”

“Lookin’ for my rascal of a brother. Heard Vic might be over in one of the saloons. But this man—he’s hurt somethin’ awful.”

“Someone will help him to Doc Trapper.” A lie. A horrible lie. Doc Trapper wouldn’t treat a man who’d stood against Ed or his men. That night two years ago was proof enough. “You weren’t hurt, were you?”

“He’s layin’ in the street bleedin’. He’s gonna die if no one’s gonna help him.”

Lying on that dusty street. Alone in a town that hated him. 

She had no choice. No choice unless she wanted to bow once again at Edwin Burton’s feet. 

She crossed the room and brushed past Sally. “Come with me. I’ll need you if I can’t find anyone to help me carry him.”

“You gonna help him? Ain’t you afraid? I know you ain’t no Yank, but the people ... and ol’ Burton ...”

“I’m not afraid of the people or Ed.” A lie. A flat-out lie.

She opened the door, stepped into the scalding heat of a Texas summer, and glanced over her shoulder. Sally hurried behind her, lips pressed into a thin line. 

Cross Street passed in a blur, and she hurried onto First. A little to the left of Burton’s place gathered a crowd of people. Men from Main Street, set apart by their suits, interspersed with cowhands and a few drunks. 

They’d come to see the spectacle, no doubt. Of a man dying in the street. 

She slipped between two cowhands. One caught her arm. “Rose, what’re you doin’ out here? Ain’t we too good for you?”

She brushed him away and eased between a couple more men. Useless, all of them. Useless and cruel. “None of you’ve got any decency. Letting a man suffer while you cower from Ed.” Whispered words, but a challenge nonetheless.

“You’re one to talk.”

She wouldn’t turn to find out who’d spoken. 

She cut around a big cowhand. 

Sure enough, the man who’d been shot lay motionless on the street, his face the white of death. Blood covered the left shoulder and side of his shirt. Horrible red against off-white.

She knelt beside him, lifted his right wrist, and pressed two fingers below his thumb. A weak fluttering touched her skin. 

She pushed to her feet and forced herself to meet the eyes of the cowards hovering around. “I need a couple of you to carry him to my house.”

“I ain’t touchin’ no dirty Reb.” A man in a tattered suit staggered away. 

She slipped her hand into her dress pocket and fingered two coins. “I’ll pay the two men who’ll help me.”

Laughter echoed through the men. “If you think any of us are going to risk Burton’s anger for a little money, you’ve got another thing coming.”

Heat flushed her face. The man would bleed to death if she didn’t get him home soon. “Sally, come here.”

Sally weeded through the men, her thin shoulders hunched. 

Rose knelt at the man’s head and eased her hands beneath his shoulders. He didn’t so much as moan. “You take his feet.”

Sally gripped the man’s booted ankles, and they lifted him from the street.

His weight pulled at Rose’s arms, and she clenched her teeth. 

“You’ll regret doing this.” 

“When Burton gets back, he’s gonna kill both you and that fella. Maybe even that girl.”

The voices swirled around her, mingled with curses and coarse laughter. Ed’s hired guns must be out of town with him. The crowd contained not a one of them.

Burning crept into her arms, shoulders, and back, worsening with each step. Sweat slicked Sally’s reddened face, and her skinny arms trembled.

Sticky warmth seeped into Rose’s sleeve. Blood. They had to get him home so she could stop the bleeding. And dig out the slugs. And sew his wounds.

Lightness washed over her, followed by a rush of heat. 

Sally faltered. “I—I don’t think ... I can go much farther.”

“We’ll make it. We’re almost there.” Almost to Cross Street at least. Then they had another hundred feet to get to her house. Then up the narrow stairs, down the hall, and into her bedroom. She couldn’t have the man bleeding over other people’s laundry and mending.

Those hundred feet inched by, step by step. 

“A little farther.”

Sally only shook her head, her jaw tight.

Somehow, they made it to her bedroom and eased the man onto the bed. Sally slumped to the floor, a gasping pile of dusty cotton and red hair. 

The man lay too still on the bed, his blood stark against the pallor of his skin. 

Lord, help me. Help him. Help us all. 

Trembling swept through her. She had to provide the doctoring this man needed. “Sally, I need you.” No, she needed Doc Trapper, the wretch. No, she needed a miracle straight from God. 

Sally pushed from the floor.

“I need the medical box, the bottle of laudanum, and fresh water. Hurry.”

Sally dashed from the room. Rose stepped to the washbasin, poured water from the pitcher, soaped her hands, and rinsed in the lukewarm liquid. After wetting a clean cloth in the unused water in the pitcher, she returned to the bed.

With the small knife she carried, she cut the man’s shirt away. Blood oozed from the two bullet holes, and her stomach lurched. Neither slug had gone through. 

Give me strength. Don’t let me kill him. 

“I’ve got everythin’.” Sally rushed to her side and gasped. “You’ve got his shirt off, and he’s—he’s bleedin’.”

“I can see that.” Her voice came too hard. “Please open my box. And then you can go downstairs.”

“You gonna dig those bullets outta him? You done that before?” Sally unlatched the box.

“Once.” Once when Doc Trapper had been out of town and Ed had gotten himself shot in the leg.

“He don’t look good.”

If the girl didn’t stop blabbering ... “Please go downstairs. Watch the door. Don’t let anyone in.”

“All right.” Sally’s steps tapped from the room.

Rose braced her knees against the bed, rested her hand on the man’s uninjured right arm, and closed her eyes. Lord, guide my hands. Save his life if it’s Your will. And please don’t let me hurt him more. Keep him unconscious. Have mercy.
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THE MAN LAY TOO STILL. 

She tugged the quilt to his chin. Despite the heat, he had to be cold given the amount of blood he’d lost. 

The blood staining the shirt lying beside the bed. 

Her stomach quivered, and she pulled a chair away from the wall and sank into it.

With hands still shaking, she eased the man’s right arm from beneath the quilt and pressed two fingers to his wrist. A weak, fast rhythm pulsed against her skin. 

Heal him, Lord. I know you can.

Who was this man lying helpless before her? What had brought him to Cantonsburg?

He could be a murderer, a robber, a drunkard. Or a former soldier fallen on hard times as his worn shirt and cavalry trousers hinted. The rest of his appearance revealed nothing. Light brown hair. Unshaven face. A lanky but muscular form. 

Yet whoever he was, she couldn’t have left him to die in the middle of First Street as all those men had wanted. 

Yes, Ed would come and bluster about it, but she’d stood up to him before. To the detriment of both her and Doyle’s lives. 

She trailed her fingers over the ridge running the length of the right side of her jaw.

Each choice came with a price, but a man’s life couldn’t be quantified. No matter what Ed thought.

The front door slammed shut, and footsteps rattled through the house and up the stairs. Of course she’d left her shotgun in the sewing room. She had no defense save a little folding knife should the intruder be anyone but Sally.

Yet she’d told Sally to stay inside and make sure no one came in.

She slipped her hand into her skirt pocket and tightened her fingers around her knife. “Sally?”

“Comin’.” Sally burst into the room, a repeating rifle tucked in the crook of her arm, saddlebags slung over her shoulder, and a revolver gripped in her right hand. “He still alive?”

What a question to ask. The man could very well be able to hear in his unconscious state. “Yes. Where did you get all those things?”

Sally strode into the room, propped the rifle in the corner, and lowered the saddlebags and revolver to the floor beside Rose’s chair. “They’re his. Found the gun in the dirt. Didn’t want no one to steal it. And I got the rest off his horse.”

The girl had gone traipsing all over First Street yet again. “I told you to watch the door.”

Sally cocked her head, tendrils of wild hair framing her freckled face. “I wasn’t gone more’n ten minutes.”

Ten minutes in which a drunk cowhand could’ve hurt Sally or men could’ve barged through the front door. “You will not run around First Street alone. Is that clear?”

Sally lowered her head. “Yes, ma’am. But won’t he be glad when he comes to and has his things?”

Rose pressed her shoulders against the back of the chair. “I’m sure he’ll be grateful. But I can’t have anything happen to you.”

Sally glanced up, and a grin spread across her face. “I took his horse to the livery stable. Used some of his money to pay for her keep.”

Rose caught Sally’s hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Thank you for helping me carry him up here.”

Sally’s gaze fixed on the man, and her brow furrowed. “You cleaned him up?”

Rose lowered her hand to her lap. “The best I could. I couldn’t have dust all in my bed, and I doubt he’d have been comfortable lying in that mess.” But running a damp cloth over his upper body and face only did so much. The man would need a bath once he felt up to it. If he pulled through.

“Ol’ Burton’s comin’ back tomorrow. That’s what I heard ’em sayin’. And they’re sayin’ he’s gonna kill you and that fella.”

“It’d do us both well to remember what the Bible says about worrying. ​‘Take therefore no thought for the morrow: for the morrow shall take thought for the things of itself. Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof.’”

Much easier said than done. No doubt, thoughts of tomorrow would steal her rest tonight. Not that she’d be able to get any sleep while tending to this man.

Sally gave a slow nod, but lines spread across her forehead. “I don’t want nothin’ happenin’ to you. I don’t got nobody else.”

No one but a brother who spent most of his time drifting from one saloon to the next, and Vic Guilford didn’t have a responsible bone in his body.

How to comfort Sally when she needed comfort herself? 

She brushed her hand against Sally’s thin arm. “God is always with you. No matter what. He saved you, and He doesn’t forsake those He’s saved.”

“I know.” Sally ducked her head and sat on the edge of the bed.

“Careful. Don’t jostle him.” Better for the man to remain unconscious for as long as possible. The pain would be fierce when he woke up. “You didn’t hear anything else while you were running around?”

“Nothin’ but a bunch of gossipin’.”

Rose ran hands still unsteady over her skirt. “And you didn’t happen to look in the man’s belongings to see if you could find his name or where he’s from?”

Sally’s lips quirked up, the smile only a shadow of her usual grin. “Reckon I did.” The smile slipped away. “Didn’t find nothin’ though. No letters. Just a couple of extra shirts, socks, and underclothes. Ammunition for the Navy revolver and the rifle. A watch. A pair of field glasses. And a copy of the Scriptures. Don’t even got no bedroll.”

Was the man a believer? Surely a criminal wouldn’t make a habit of carrying around a Bible.

“You want me to bring up your mendin’? I’ll get started on the washin’.”

At least she had Sally to keep her from falling behind in her work. “That would be fine. And please bring my shotgun as well.”

Sally pushed off the bed and strode from the room.

Protect us. Tomorrow. Today. Please don’t let Ed hurt anyone when he finds out what I’ve done.

She again lifted her hand to her jaw.

No, tomorrow would be different. Tomorrow, she’d have the shotgun with her when he came. 
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HUMMING, LOW AND GENTLE. A hymn whose text remained outside his reach, lost somewhere in the darkness that engulfed him.

Softness pressed beneath him. Warmth covered him. 

He eased in a slow breath. Agony flared through his left shoulder, up his neck, and into his side. A groan tore from him, and sparks danced against the darkness.

The humming ceased, and cool brushed his forehead. The touch of someone’s hand.

He ran his right hand over soft material. The Navy. He needed to find it.

A hand wrapped around his wrist. “Lie still. You’ll only hurt yourself more.”

A woman’s voice. Where was he? And how badly had he been hurt?

The hand moved from his wrist. “Rest. You need to heal.” A slight pause. An intake of breath. “You’re safe here.”

Where was here?

He forced his eyes open and blinked against the brightness of midmorning.

He tilted his head to the right. Pain tore through his shoulder and stole his breath. He squeezed his eyes shut and clenched his teeth to keep from crying out.

The grit of dust in his mouth. A man with long, greasy hair. The crack of gunshots. The fire of lead tearing into his body. Voices cutting through the darkness. 

He’d been shot, left for dead on First Street in Cantonsburg.

“Be still. I know you’re hurting.” A hand slipped behind his head and raised it a little.

Fire scorched his shoulder and trailed down his side. Cool glass touched his lips, and bitter liquid swept over his parched tongue. Laudanum.

“A little more.”

He swallowed again, and the glass left his lips. The hand eased his head down, and knives found his shoulder and side. 

The pain eased in the slightest, and he dragged his eyes open. 

A woman sat to his right, her long, dark braid draped over her left shoulder. A scar cut along the right side of her jaw, marring features that must’ve once been pretty. Yet her blue eyes held nothing but kindness. 

A smile curved her lips. “I was wondering when you’d wake up.”

“How long?” The words rasped from him, and a pulsing ache settled at his temples. 

“You were shot yesterday.” She placed the bottle of laudanum on the nightstand. “It’s eleven in the morning.” 

“Thanks ... for helping me.” If not for her, he’d have died. Never had a chance to go back to the ranch, to make things right with Ma and Pa. But he still might die given the knives twisting in his wounds with each breath.

She frowned. “I couldn’t leave you out there to die. Not like them. I don’t care ...” She shook her head and clasped her hands in her lap.

“Thanks.” Weakness crept through him and settled as a weight on his chest. Or maybe that was the laudanum doing its work. 

“I’m Rose Kendrick. You’re in Cantonsburg. I don’t know how much you remember.”

Enough. More than enough. That his hometown was now filled with unfamiliar Yankees. “Use to live ... around here. Ranch ten miles ... north. You heard of my ... parents ... Sam and Delia ... Reiner?”

She pursed her lips. “I haven’t.”

She must be new to town. Ma and Pa had come to town at least once every two weeks ever since they’d moved to the ranch when he was ten. They would’ve had no reason to break that routine.

Unless something had happened.

The laudanum churned in his stomach, and agony gripped his wounds. Lord, please no.

“Is the pain worse, or is something else wrong?” She settled her hand on his right shoulder, her touch gentle.

“Ain’t seen them in ... seven years.” Seven years without so much as a single letter from them. Yet that was what they’d wished. That was what Pa had shouted as Harry had ridden away that May of ’61.

“Then it’s high time you saw them. In a few weeks, you’ll be well enough to ride out to your ranch.”

If God gave him the chance. 

She squeezed his shoulder. “You never did tell me the rest of your name.”

Not that his name mattered. He was nothing to her but a stranger she’d dragged into her house. “Harry. Harry ... Reiner.”

Weight tugged at his eyelids, and the warmth of the laudanum curled into his muscles. “How bad ... am I hurt?”

She pulled her hand from his shoulder. “You were shot in your left shoulder and side. I’m no doctor, but I think you’ll pull through, though I don’t know how much damage the bullet did to your shoulder. Your arm is in a sling to keep it from moving around much.”

Time would tell if the wound would leave his arm useless. Yet at least he still had the limb, unlike too many other men who’d come through the war.

“My gun ... and mare?”

Too much pity warmed her eyes. “Your horse is safely in the livery stable, and Sally Guilford, the girl who helps me with the wash, brought your rifle, revolver, and saddlebags up here.”

“Thanks.” He owed her much. Too much.

She tapped the nightstand drawer. “I put your revolver in here, and your rifle is in the corner. Your saddlebags are hanging on the footboard.”

“Load the Navy ... for me, will you?”

She raised a single eyebrow. “Who are you running from?”

“No one. Town hasn’t ... treated me well. Can’t say what they’ll ... try next.”

“All right.” She rose from the chair, smoothed her skirt, and rounded the bed. “But if you come down with even the mildest of fevers, I’m keeping that revolver from you. I’ll not be shot and killed by a delirious man dreaming of fighting.”

Saddlebags in hand, she returned to the chair and pulled the Navy from the drawer. With only a little fumbling, she loaded it, replaced it in the drawer, and returned the saddlebags to the footboard. “It’s got five in it. You don’t need to be shot in the foot too.”

“Thanks.” Seemed like all he did was thank her.

“Of course. You used to live ...?”

Footsteps thudded outside the room, and a girl not much older than twelve or thirteen pushed inside. Her shoulders rose and fell with the heaviness of her breathing, and pallor clung to her face. “That ol’ Burton’s comin’.”

Burton, the owner of that big saloon at the intersection of Cross and First. 

“Killed both of those boys right quick. Burton’s boys too. If’n he was in town, he’d finish him off.”

Words spoken by one of the men who’d stood over him as he’d sprawled bleeding on the street.

Would the man harm Mrs. Kendrick because she’d taken him in and cared for him? He needed the Navy. He needed the strength to sit up in this bed and defend himself and the lady who’d shown him mercy. 

Mrs. Kendrick stood and grabbed a shotgun from the corner of the room. 

“Ma’am, hand me ... my gun.”

She tucked the shotgun in the crook of her elbow, her face pale against the dark brown of her hair. “You’re in no condition to use it. Don’t even try to move.” 

She glanced toward the doorway. “Sally, stay with him. See he keeps still.”

Sally slipped to the chair Mrs. Kendrick had vacated and sat down, her blue eyes wide. 

A door slammed open somewhere below. “Rose! Get down here. Don’t hide from me.”

He had to sit up, had to offer this woman some sort of protection.

Mrs. Kendrick hurried from the room. 

He splayed his right hand against the mattress and shoved upward. Agony tore through him, drove him flat against the bed. 

The black came, sweet relief from the pain, from everything.
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ED WOULDN’T HURT HER or the wounded man lying in her room. If he so much as tried, she’d give him both barrels. And shed not a single tear.

Trembling caught at her legs as she strode down the short hallway and to the top of the staircase. 

There, at the bottom of the steps, he stood, his broad shoulders rigid. Edwin Burton, the man she’d once loved.

She aimed the shotgun at his chest. “Get out of my house. Get out of my house right now.” Somehow, her voice rang strong, assured.

Yet Ed only laughed.

She took the steps one by one and came to a stop midway down. No need to get close enough to give him a chance to wrench the gun away from her. And this way, she stood taller than he.

He tilted his head up, eyes blazing.

“You heard what I said. Leave.” A tremor rattled her voice. Help me, Lord. 

He crossed his arms over his chest. Dust covered his fine gray suit, and the red of weariness rimmed his eyes. “I heard you took in a Rebel.”

How had she ever found him handsome? His short brown beard, cold blue eyes, and square jaw now spoke only of hardness, of violence. 

“I took in a man who’d been shot and left to die in the street.” As any decent person would. Not that Ed had a decent bone in his body.

“You should’ve left him.”

She tightened her grip on the shotgun. “Because he killed two of your hired guns?”

Ed cursed. “You think I care anything about those two? I fired them before I left. Why do you think they were in town when the rest of my men and I weren’t? You’re as stupid as ever, Rose.”

The way he said her name ... Low, taunting. As if he’d like nothing more than to see her beg for her safety. 

Yes, stupid. Stupid for ever giving him a second glance. Stupid for working for him. 

Shaking tore at her hands. “You would have me let a man die because he fought on a different side during the war than you? The war is over. It’s been over for three years.”

Ed lowered his arms to his sides and clenched his hands into fists. Fists as hard as iron. “This is a Union town. You will throw him out. Let him crawl out of town like he deserves. That or die in the street as he should’ve.”

“He’s hurt. He’ll stay here until he’s recovered.”

Ed planted his boot on the first step. “He leaves. Now.”

The man thought he could bully her, intimidate her, force her to be as cruel as he. Not in a thousand years. “You’ll come no closer.”

He rested his hand on the banister. “And if I do?” He narrowed his eyes. “You’ll what? Shoot me? You once claimed to love me. Would you shoot the man you love?”

“No.” But she didn’t love him. “If you move one more step, I will pull this trigger.” 

His jaw tightened. He would take another step. To test her. Because he believed she was only bluffing.

Yet he stood motionless save for the rise and fall of his thick chest. “He leaves by tonight. But if he doesn’t, I will ruin you. I will ruin your life. I will ruin this miserable business you’ve formed.” He tapped his hand against the banister. “Just as I ruined your face.”

Lightness swept through her, followed by a rush of heat. Oh, to pull the trigger, to remove this man from her life. But to do so would be murder. To do so would lower her to his level. 

She met his eyes. “He will be here tonight and for as many nights as it takes him to recover. Any man who trespasses on my property and tries to harm anyone who lives here will be shot.”

Ed spit out a string of curses. “You will regret that.”

With slow, steady steps, he strode out the door and left it open behind him.

She hurried down the steps, slammed the door behind him, and dropped the bar in place. Her breaths came too fast, and sweat trailed from her temples to her chin. Why hadn’t Sally barred the door before? Not that it mattered. Ed would’ve gotten in one way or another.

She was weak, too weak. And Ed had always been able to read her too well. He’d know he’d frightened her, and he’d take full advantage of that fear.

She turned from the door. Weakness claimed her legs, and she dropped to the first step. The step where his boot had rested. He’d like nothing more than to grind her into the dust.

Lord, help me. Help me. 

She leaned the shotgun against the banister and curled her hands into fists much as Ed had. Why did everything have to come back to him? Why couldn’t she escape him?

Footsteps tapped on the wood behind her. Sally sank beside her on the step, leaned against her.

Sally trembled. Of course, she’d have overheard the whole exchange.

Rose wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “He’s gone.” Poor comfort. He could come back just as quickly as he’d left. 

“Tell the man to go. He can ride. He can get outta here, and Burton’ll leave us alone.”

“Mr. Reiner is in no shape to be riding.” She squeezed Sally’s arm.

“He’ll kill you. Just like those men killed Ma and Pa.” Sally hung her head, her shoulders shaking.

“There are worse things than dying. We have to stand up for what’s right. And this is right.” Words she’d have to repeat to herself over and over through the hours to come. 

She grabbed the shotgun, pushed to her feet, and helped Sally up. “We’d better go check on Mr. Reiner. Was it just a minute ago that you left him?” A minute in which the man could do himself a good deal of harm. 

Sally swiped her sleeve across her face. “He tried to get up right after you left. He must’ve passed out for a little bit. Then he started movin’ around. Couldn’t do much more’n moan. He ain’t goin’ nowhere.”

Ed could do his best to ruin her and her life in this town.

She’d made the right choice. The choice that honored God.
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NO MAN SHOULD TALK to a woman as Burton had spoken to Mrs. Kendrick.

Yet he could do nothing but lie helpless in bed while the man threatened her. He couldn’t even sit up enough to open the drawer and pull out the Navy, much less stand up, walk down the steps, and shoot the man.

Helpless. That’s what he was.

Mrs. Kendrick stepped into the room, the scar standing stark against her pale skin. The scar Burton had given her.

The man deserved nothing more than to be beaten to a pulp and shot. 

She propped the shotgun in the corner of the room and turned to face him. “How much of that did you hear?”

“Enough.” He drew a slow, careful breath. “I’ll ... leave. Be best ... that way.”

“No.” The word snapped from her. “You will not leave. I’ll not have you killing yourself because of that fool. You must’ve heard what I said to him, but if you didn’t, I told him you were staying until you recovered. This is my house, my property. If he or anyone else comes here without my permission, I’ll shoot them.”

She would, no doubt about it. Her eyes held the same steadiness as a soldier who’d seen battle. But he wouldn’t put her in that position. He had to leave, weakness or no weakness.

He had to be able to sit up. Surely the pain would ease once he’d been upright for a minute or two. “Here. Get me ... a shirt and my boots, and ... and I’ll leave.” He jammed his hand to the mattress and shoved upward a couple of inches.

Fire flared along his entire left side, and a moan rasped from his throat.

A hand settled on his right shoulder and pressed him back to the bed. “Ed Burton has done enough wrong. I’m not letting him kill you. Please, you have to rest. You have no other choice.”

The weakness coursing through him agreed with her. Black swept over his vision. “I’ll leave ... as soon as I can.” After a couple of days, surely he’d have enough strength to cling to his mare long enough to ride out to the ranch. He could rest once he got there. If everything were all right.

Don’t let anything have happened to them. He needed a chance to make things right with Ma and Pa. 

Her hand moved from his shoulder. “You need some water.” 

After he’d drunk enough to satisfy her, she eased his head back to the pillow. 

He blinked until the black fled. “Mrs. Kendrick ...”

“It’s Miss Kendrick, but you might as well call me Rose. Everyone else does.” She tugged the quilt to his chin and smoothed it over him. 

“Who’s Burton to you?” 

Fire flashed through her eyes. “He is nothing to me. Nothing at all.”

The man’s words had indicated otherwise. “You once claimed to love me.”

She sank into the chair and tossed her braid over her shoulder. “I don’t suppose it would hurt for you to know. Everyone else in this town does.” Her shoulders rose and fell. “I worked in his saloon, served drinks, danced with the customers. Then I was his woman.”

Yet Burton had cut her face, had threatened her. “What about ... now?”

She met his eyes. “Two years ago, I found a Bible on one of the saloon tables. I don’t know why it was there other than that God put it there for a reason, but I picked up that Bible and started reading it.” Moisture glazed her eyes. “Jesus saved me that night. I quit my job and told Ed I’d have nothing more to do with him that same hour.”

She lifted her hand and traced her scar. 

She’d left Burton, but he must’ve come after her, must’ve cut her face, must’ve beaten her.

He curled his right hand into a useless fist. “He had no right to do that to you.”

She lowered her shaking hand to her lap. “Just as those men had no right to shoot you, Mr. Reiner.”

“Harry. Mr. Reiner is ... my father.” He let his eyes fall shut. “Will you ... put my gun on top ... of the nightstand. Ain’t much good ... in the drawer.”

“Give me your word you won’t try to leave.” 

He had no choice but to wait until he regained enough strength to ride. Don’t let Burton try anything before then. Don’t let her get hurt because of me. “You have ... my word.”

The drawer scraped open, then closed. “It’s lying on the nightstand. You should be able to reach it with your right hand.” She paused, and her hand settled on his forehead. “I suppose it’s all right for you to have it.”

He wasn’t out of his mind, had never been out of his mind. “You think ... Burton’ll go ... through with his threats?”

“Yes.” Her answer came without a second of hesitation. “But I too meant what I said. He’ll find nothing but buckshot waiting for him if he gets too far out of line.” She paused. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to let Sally keep you company for a few hours while I take care of the wash. You don’t mind, do you?”

“No.” 

She patted his right shoulder. “I’ll send her up.”

Her footsteps echoed from the room, leaving him alone with the knives twisting in his shoulder and side. The laudanum took the edge off the pain but not by much. 

He needed to heal enough to be able to stand on his own two feet. He needed to be able to defend this woman who’d saved his life. 
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SHE PINNED A PAIR OF trousers to the clothesline and dashed the back of her hand over her perspiring forehead. The rest of yesterday, the long, dark hours of last night, and all of today had passed with nothing but peace. 

Too much peace. 

Not a single customer had brought her more clothes to be washed or mended. Ed had begun to make good on his threats to ruin her business. And that was no threat she could dismiss with the shotgun. 

She hung a skirt on the line and picked up her shotgun and empty basket. The setting sun cast the land behind her house in long shadows. Sally would be wanting supper, and Harry would need something to eat as well.

Harry. He was the kind of man who’d try to defend her should Ed attempt to hurt her, and he’d only get himself killed. No one fought against Ed Burton without paying a heavy price.

She walked inside, propped the shotgun in the corner of the kitchen, and stirred the pot of stew she’d had simmering for most of the day. 

After dishing up a bowl, she collected the shotgun and made her way upstairs. 

Sally’s laughter echoed from Harry’s room, and a smile tugged at her lips. Sally needed to laugh.

She nudged the door open with the toe of her boot. Sally perched on the wooden chair close to the bed, and Harry lay still, the lines of pain stretching from his eyes at odds with his grin. 

With his disheveled hair and hazel eyes, he was handsome in a boyish way, yet he had none of Ed’s hard-edged charm. 

Ed. That man needed to stop trespassing in her mind.

“Sally, the stew is ready downstairs if you’d like some.”

“Like some? I’ve been starvin’ for the last hour.” She glanced at Harry. “Don’t be tellin’ any more of them war stories without me.”

Sally brushed past Rose, her skirt swirling around her ankles.

Rose took
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