
Chapter One

			Wesley Holden and her brother, Clyde, had built this homestead in Kansas together, from nothing. Every time Wes walked the fields, her chest filled with pride at what they’d accomplished so far. Yes, it had been grueling at times, but ultimately, they would gain from whatever effort they put in—and that was rewarding on every level.

			Back in Tennessee, there’d been pressure from her aunt and uncle to marry. Most young women her age were already with child. But matrimony felt like one more cage she needed to escape. When she abandoned her dresses for trousers, she’d done just that.

			In the beginning, she’d felt self-conscious and worried she’d be found out, but as time went on she became more relaxed. She was tall and a bit lanky, with no obvious curve to her hips. And her chest was easy to disguise. No one gave her a second glance. Especially if she let Clyde do most of the talking. He’d gotten on board with the idea quickly. Traveling with a brother was a lot less complicated than traveling with a sister. Plus, it was a lot easier to do the work required to homestead in britches. Wes reasoned that her manner of dress was practical and pragmatic. It just felt right.

			The frontier was open to anyone brave enough to make the trip. When Clyde suggested they stake a claim in Kansas, Wes jumped at the chance to go along. The unknown edge of the frontier was frightening but at the same time offered the freedom she feared she’d never find in Tennessee amongst her people. She used the phrase her people, but at the same time considered herself separate from them. Kin, but not kindred. 

			In pretty much every settled part of the world, home was regarded as the proper place for women. Women were expected to serve diligently as wives and mothers and housekeepers. None of those things suited Wes. She desired something, or someplace, uncommon or unique. She wanted something more for her life. Not that domestic life wasn’t important, it just didn’t agree with her. Most girls took to it so easily. She’d watched her cousins shift to marriage and domestic life seamlessly. The pressure to follow suit was building, and she’d wanted desperately to escape the inevitable. 

			The first winter had been hard. Made even harder by the fact that the house was not fully constructed. They had to fell timber and notch the logs, and Wes had to be taught things about carpentry as they went. But she was eager to learn and threw her whole heart into the enterprise.

			The next year, they ran the sod cutter over the ground, harrowed it, then seeded it with corn. Corn did well in Kansas. They smoked meat, dried fruit, and basically ate corn in every way imaginable—bread, grits, mush, pudding, and even pancakes. There was almost a comforting monotony to it all. There was contentment in having control over your own life. Even down to what food you ate each day and how. Clyde and Wes shared kitchen duty equally. This farm, despite the hard labor, had become almost paradise for her.

			Wes straightened from her work on the north end of the field as Clyde approached.

			“I think I’m done for the day.” He tipped the brim of his hat up, but his eyes were in shadow. 

			“I’ve got a bit more to do.” Wes rotated her back to the sun so that she could see him better. “You okay?” It wasn’t like Clyde to leave the field this early. Some days he’d work until it was so dark you couldn’t see your hand in front of your face. That was the nature of building something from nothing. You had to give it everything you had.

			“Just thought I might go round us up some grub. Something besides corn.” He grinned and turned his head to check the angle of the sun. “I can get some hunting in before dark.” He removed his hat and wiped his brow with his shirtsleeve. 

			“You want me to come along?”

			“Why, so you can scare off the wildlife?” He always made the same joke, even though it was usually Clyde who scared off the game with his whistling, which he frequently did without being aware of it.

			“Suit yourself, but you know I’m a better shot.”

			“Ha!” He laughed. “We’ll see about that, baby sister.” 

			Wes smiled and waved him off.

			“Go on then. I’ll just be here finishing your work for you.”

			He smiled broadly and adjusted his hat.

			She watched him amble back toward the barn to saddle his horse. 

			




Chapter Ten

			Wes watched Charlotte for a moment from the foot of the bed. She waited for Charlotte to notice her and stir. When she didn’t, Wes touched Charlotte’s shoulder lightly. It took a moment for Charlotte to wake up.

			“The food is ready.” Once Charlotte was fully awake, Wes stepped back to allow her space to get out of the bed.

			Wes had prepared a rabbit stew, and from the look of it, Charlotte could really use a hot meal. And frankly, so could she. Wes did what felt natural, or as natural as anything could feel in this sort of situation. Where she came from, when someone was in need, you fed them and gave them shelter.

			“Why don’t you come sit at the table?” 

			When someone passed away, people brought food. If unable to feed the soul at least the body could be nourished to sooth the grief. But at the far edge of nowhere, community was spread thin. There’d been no one to help her mourn the loss of her brother. She’d been on her own.

			Charlotte looked hungrily toward the steaming pot and nodded. 

			“I suppose I could eat something. Thank you.” Charlotte stood awkwardly by the table.

			“If you want to sit I can bring you a bowl,” Wes said.

			She served them each a bowl of stew and they sat across from each other and ate in silence. Wes’s mind was a flurry of unanswered questions. She really had no idea what might happen next, or how this woman had come to be at her cabin injured and unannounced. Wes tried to wait until they’d both had a chance to eat. The food seemed to be having a good effect on Charlotte; she seemed less fragile. Her eyes brightened. The candle in the center of the table cast the room in soft, warm light.

			“This is good, thank you.” Charlotte smiled for the first time.

			“There’s more if you like.” Wes was feeling unsettled having a stranger in the house, so she wasn’t sure her stomach could handle a second serving. Wes found that she could hardly make eye contact with Charlotte, looking down at her lap, or at the fire, or literally anywhere but at Charlotte for fear that under closer inspection, she’d be found out.

			Charlotte glanced down at her nearly empty bowl for a moment and Wes took the opportunity to study her. She’d only just met Charlotte, but she seemed spent, worn down from some terrible event. If she had to guess she’d say they were about the same age, but Charlotte might be a little younger. It was hard to tell for sure. Charlotte had a worldly air about her that made Wes want to keep her distance for fear that she’d reveal too much. Clearly, Charlotte thought she was a man and Wes wanted to keep up that appearance. But it was hard to know what Charlotte was thinking. It would be hard to sense anything given the panic coursing through Wes’s nervous system at the moment. Charlotte kept looking at her, and it was making the knot in Wes’s stomach churn. 

			Her brother, Clyde, had been Wes’s buffer in this new place against the outside world. He’d helped Wes keep her secret. Without him it was going to be hard for Wes to maintain the life she’d worked hard to build. Having an outsider on the place would only complicate things.

			“Do you mind if I ask what happened?” The sooner Wes could sort this out the sooner she could get Charlotte on her way back to wherever she belonged.

			“I was on the stage from Kansas City to Santa Fe and we were, attacked, or robbed, or…” Charlotte paused, her brow furrowed as if she were thinking hard to remember. “I’m really not sure.”

			She waited for Charlotte to continue.

			“There were men, riders, with covered faces. I heard them talk to the driver, but I couldn’t really hear what they were saying.” She took a breath. “Then the men ordered everyone out of the coach.” Her hand holding the spoon began to visibly tremble. “Someone fired a shot and then there was another gunshot…and…I woke up on the ground. I’m not sure how much time passed.”

			“And the others?” Tension ratchetted up in Wes’s system. Drifters had been stealing cattle and ransacking untended claims. Or so she’d heard from Wade Miller, the owner of the mercantile in Hollister. She should probably start carrying her rifle out to the field with her for protection.

			“No one survived.” 

			Charlotte’s haunted expression tugged at Wes’s heart. She had the unfamiliar urge to protect Charlotte from harm. But then she remembered where she was and who she was.

			“You can’t stay here.” Wes blurted out the one coherent thought that kept circling in her head. Charlotte absolutely could not stay. She would see Wes for who she was, and everything would be ruined. She was sorry for Charlotte’s hardship, but it wasn’t her problem to solve.

			“I don’t plan to stay here.” There was frustration and defensiveness in Charlotte’s statement.

			“I didn’t mean to upset you.” Wes didn’t want to seem callous. She tried to imagine herself in a similar situation. “I’ll take you to Hollister as soon as you feel up to it. And then you can be on your way to wherever you were headed.”

			“California.” Charlotte sounded a bit defeated.

			Charlotte let the wooden spoon sink in her uneaten stew. To her credit, she hadn’t started crying. Wes didn’t know how she’d deal with it if Charlotte became emotional. 

			“I’m sorry.” Wes tried to soften her words. It wasn’t Charlotte’s fault that any of this had happened. “I didn’t mean to imply you’d done anything wrong.” She paused and met Charlotte’s gaze for an instant. “It just isn’t possible for you to stay here.”

			“I understand.” Charlotte seemed resigned to her fate. At least she didn’t argue.

			“You can stay the night.” Wes looked down at the table as she spoke. “I’ll sleep in the barn. And then I’ll take you to Hollister tomorrow.”

			“There’s no need for you to sleep in the barn.”

			“It wouldn’t be right for an unmarried fella to sleep in here…with you.” Keeping up appearances and putting some physical distance between them would hopefully buy her some time. She folded her hands on the table and focused on keeping her tone stern. But she still didn’t look at Charlotte. Charlotte’s gaze cut right through her and she wasn’t sure why. Wes needed to shore up her cover in front of this stranger. Charlotte could ruin everything without even trying.

			




Chapter Eleven

			Charlotte watched Wes from the window, barely visible in the lantern light as he walked toward the barn. After they’d eaten the evening meal, he’d hurriedly gathered blankets for his bed in the barn and then couldn’t get out of the house fast enough. Wes was like a skittish colt.

			There was something different about Wes, but Charlotte couldn’t quite bring the reason into focus. He seemed withdrawn, on edge, and angry that Charlotte was here. But it wasn’t like she’d planned to get shot at and left for dead. That hadn’t been part of her plan at all.

			She sat by the fire lost in thought for a while, mesmerized by the glowing embers. Still tired from her ordeal, she decided to do the best she could with what was offered and settle in for the night.

			Darkness had descended on the cabin quickly. Charlotte drew the quilt curtain that separated her sleeping space from the main room across the rope line in order to have privacy. A single tallow candle lit the small bedroom as she slipped out of her dress and into a long nightgown. At first, she was self-conscious about undressing in a strange house. But then she remembered how Wes could hardly look at her, let alone remain in the same room with her, so she relaxed and changed quickly out of her garments.

			It wasn’t until she had removed her dress and got a better look at it that she realized what a state she’d been in when she arrived. Her dress was a mess. It needed to be washed and mended before she could even wear it again. She took a moment to examine her hands. There were smudges of dirt on the back of her hands and her nails were darkened with dried blood. No wonder Wes could hardly stand to look at her.

			There was a basin of water near the hearth. Charlotte retrieved it and brought it back to the bedroom so that she could wash up a bit. She took the clasp from her hair and brushed out the tangles. The mundane bedtime ritual soothed her frayed nerves and helped her relax a little.

			Before settling into bed, curiosity made her want to examine the rustic chest of drawers in the corner of the small room. She set the candle holder on top and opened the top drawer. There was a letter addressed to someone named Clyde Holden. A shirt lay on the other side of the drawer, folded haphazardly. She gently lifted the shirt and held it to her face. The cloth smelled of cedar and smoke and fresh air. Was this what Wes smelled like? Who was Clyde? Was this Clyde’s room rather than Wes’s?

			She had lots of questions. She considered looking in the other two drawers, but the blankets called to her. She closed the drawer and carried the candle back to the upturned crate beside the narrow bed.

			The evening air was cool, but she left the window shutter ajar so that she could hear the night sounds of this new world. The crickets she recognized, but there were otherworldly sounds too. The world outside her window was alive with nocturnal activity. The eerie cry of a coyote made the skin on her arms pebble. She quickly closed the shutter and set the bar across it. 

			She sat back on the bed and drew her knees to her chest, feeling very alone all of a sudden. Regardless of what she thought she’d find at the end of her journey in California, traveling through the unsettled territory had possibly been a huge mistake.

			* * *

			Wes arranged fresh hay in the back of the barn as a makeshift mattress and spread a blanket over the top of it. Once she’d set her boots aside, she lay on the blanket and pulled a second one up to her chin. Her horse, Dusty, glanced over at her as if to ask if she was lost. The short answer was yes. She’d allowed herself to be cast out of her own cabin by a total stranger. 

			There was no way she could sleep inside under the same roof as Charlotte. What could Charlotte know? Nothing, that’s what. And Wes intended to keep it that way. 

			There was no reason for Charlotte to linger. First thing in the morning she’d saddle the horses and carry her back to Hollister so that she could catch the stagecoach back to wherever she was going. She was certain that Charlotte would agree to this plan. 

			Wes closed her eyes and tried her best to relax, but despite her exhaustion she was all wrought up. Her thoughts were running in circles making her even more tired but not allowing her to give in to sleep. 

			Her tired brain began to return to times past, to her childhood in the Tennessee hills.

			One of the first things she’d learned as a child was her name and where she lived. Her sense of belonging was tied to place, to home. But without her parents, home had become something that was no longer the same. Home had become family instead of a place, and her family was her brother, Clyde. What did all of that mean now without him? She’d left what passed for home behind and she’d left her name too. Well, not completely, but she’d definitely become a different person on the journey. The few folks who knew her didn’t know the person she was in the before time. Could she truly belong here on her own, on her own terms without Clyde?

			Wes took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

			She opened her eyes and stared at the rafters overhead. There was no way to answer all these questions at the moment. She needed to refocus her mind. She began to silently repeat an old hymn that had been one of her mother’s favorites. As a child, she remembered her mother singing it while hanging linens to dry. And then of course she’d heard it sung during Sunday service for years after that. But it was her mother’s version she remembered. The way she’d half hum and half sing so that it was hard for Wes to make out the words. But in times of turmoil, or fear, remembering the tune soothed her. 

			She hummed to herself.

			Wes hummed the tune over and over until she felt her pulse slow to a normal rate and the throbbing tension at the back of her neck eased. She took another deep breath and let it out, rolled onto her side, and gave in to sleep. Tomorrow things would get better. Tomorrow Charlotte would leave and she’d get back to working the farm. 

			* * *

			Wes was floating. She sensed her body surrounded by water. She remembered what it felt like to wade into the swimming hole in the summertime. She’d stay in the water for so long that her feet would go numb from the cold. A shiver ran through her body. Wes jerked awake, confused by her surroundings.

			Thunder clapped loudly. Large drops of water found their way through the thatched barn roof. A sluice of water and mud flowed past her makeshift straw mattress. Her trousers were soaked to the knees and one of her boots had been swept along and was filling with water.

			“Damn!” Wes scrambled to save her boot from the deluge. She turned it over and muddy water sloshed out. 

			She hopped on one soggy sock-covered foot and then the other as she tried to tug on her wet boots.

			Lightning flashed and a low rumble followed. Then another flash and a loud boom that sounded much closer. Rain was coming down in sheets. She wrapped a blanket around her head and shoulders and made a mad dash through the darkness toward the cabin. 

			Wes expected Charlotte to be asleep, but she wasn’t. When Wes burst through the door, breathing hard from her sprint through the downpour, Charlotte was up, stirring the fire. 

			Wes had a vision, a flash of some future image of Charlotte by the fire. Although Wes was absolutely certain that Charlotte should leave, the vision was as sharp as a lightning strike. When she saw Charlotte, it was like she’d seen her there a thousand times before and would see her a thousand times again, standing by the hearth as if she’d always been there and was meant to be there. As if her soul recognized some connection from a past or future she’d only just now remembered. The sensation was so strong it caused her to sway on her feet. She braced her hand against the doorframe to steady herself.

			“Are you alright?” Charlotte straightened and regarded Wes with a curious expression.

			“I’m fine.” Wes tried to sound as if she was. “Water was comin’ in the barn pretty bad and I—”

			“Oh, you’re soaked.” Charlotte moved a chair closer to the fireplace. “Come sit here until you dry.” 

			Charlotte was wearing a nightgown and had one of the blankets from the bed wrapped around herself like a shawl. Her hair had been loosed and it curled in waves across her shoulders. She seemed to realize she wasn’t fully dressed and pulled the blanket more tightly, holding it closed with both hands.

			“Thank you.” Wes left wet footprints all the way to the hearth to take a seat. She held her chilled fingers out to the fire to warm them. She realized that her wet clothing was clinging to her chest, and even in the low light from the fire might reveal more than she’d intended. 

			Charlotte was standing behind her and jumped when Wes got to her feet. Charlotte was standing so near that she almost bumped into her.

			“Sorry.” Wes hugged herself. “I should put on some dry clothes.”

			Charlotte watched Wes draw the quilt in front of his bedroom. He seemed on edge still, even though Charlotte was doing her best not to get in his way or make him feel beholding to her in her hour of need. She certainly wasn’t normally a woman who needed to be rescued, but forces had conspired against her. After a few moments, Wes returned to the fire in dry clothes and bare feet.

			“Um, I might need to sleep inside after all…if that won’t make you uncomfortable.” Wes’s curt tone from earlier had softened.

			“I’m fine with that.” Charlotte took a seat near the fire, opposite the chair Wes had been sitting in. “You don’t want to get sick from being cold and wet.”

			They were quiet for a moment, but then Charlotte could contain her curiosity no longer.

			“Does someone else live here?”

			“Not anymore.” Wes stared at the fire without making eye contact.

			“Who is Clyde?”

			After a long pause, Wes finally answered.

			“He is—was my brother.” 

			Charlotte knew from his expression that there was more to this story. But before she could ask, Wes clarified.

			“He died a month ago.”

			“Oh, I’m so sorry.” Now some of the sadness that she’d sensed in Wes made sense.

			“It was sudden.” Wes still didn’t look at her.

			“What happened?” Charlotte was trying not to push for fear he would shut down. She had so many questions, and it was obvious that Wes’s grief was still fresh.

			Wes shrugged.

			“I don’t know exactly. I wasn’t with him when it happened. He went out hunting and was thrown from his horse. I didn’t find him until the next morning.”

			How terrible it must have been for Wes to discover his brother dead. Charlotte had witnessed the death of her mother, but that was after a long illness. She’d had time to mentally prepare for the loss. Losing someone so close suddenly was probably hard to deal with, especially in such a remote and lonely place.

			They sat quietly for a while, watching the fire before Charlotte finally spoke.

			“How long have you lived here?”

			“Hmm.” He had to think about it. “Five years, maybe a little longer.”

			“I’m so sorry for your loss.” She didn’t know what else to say.

			“Weren’t your fault.” Wes sniffed and wiped his face with his sleeve. 

			Was he crying? Charlotte wasn’t used to seeing a man reveal so much emotion. Her heart ached for Wes, and it was hard not to reach out to comfort him, but his body language told her that would not be welcomed.

			The rain was suddenly heavy. Huge droplets pelted the roof as if a gale had blown in. The wind sounded angry and disturbed. The cabin was dark except for the firelight, which cast Wes’s shadow against the rough-hewn log wall behind him. Charlotte was about to ask another question when the door blew open and banged loudly. Rain and wind rushed into the warm interior, soaking the floor around the doorway. 

			Wes leapt from his chair and swung the door shut and put the bar in place across it. He wrung water from his hands and then swept his fingers through his damp hair. Charlotte realized that she was locked in with him, for better or worse, to weather the storm. She wasn’t afraid of him. In fact, she felt safe around Wes, which was a curious thing to note.

			“The wind is really churning up out there.” He returned to his chair.

			They sat quietly for a few minutes as the storm raged outside.

			“Will the horses be okay?” She wasn’t sure how weatherproof the barn was.

			“They might spook, but they’ll be alright.” 

			Wes turned to look at her for the first time. The glow from the flames made orange highlights in his dark eyes. His gaze was so intense that she had to look away. Charlotte feared that under his focus she might not measure up.

			“What made you come here?” That was the first real question he’d asked her.

			Charlotte considered how best to respond.

			“There were many reasons.” That was the truth without being too specific. “I suppose I wanted a different life.”

			“Different than what?” He seemed like he really wanted to know.

			“I’ve been working as a maid at a hotel in St. Louis. And I suppose after seeing so many others follow their dreams for a better life out west, I wanted a chance for that too.”

			“Weren’t you worried to travel by yourself?” 

			“Yes, but what other choice did I have?” Charlotte paused, considering how much detail she wanted to share about being romanced and abandoned by Nathaniel. “I did have someone, but that didn’t work out. He left a ticket and I decided to use it.”

			“But what were you going to do once you got where you were going? Do you have people there?” Wes seemed to be trying to figure out some sort of puzzle. 

			“I supposed I hadn’t thought everything through completely. I can see that now.” Charlotte thought of Nathaniel and how wrong she’d been. She thought of all the people she’d known who’d disappointed her. And after everything, she’d ended up on the far edge of nowhere at the mercy of a total stranger. Life never seemed to stop throwing obstacles her way. She followed one impulsive decision with another, and now, here she was.

			“What if things didn’t work out when you got there, wherever you were going?”

			“California?” Charlotte couldn’t help being amused by her cavalier attitude about the harshness of life. “I suppose all I was looking for was a little kindness and a fresh start.”

			Wes turned his attention back to the fire. He wasn’t looking at her when he spoke.

			“Well, I hope you find it.” But he didn’t sound very confident that she would.

			The rain came in waves, but the lightning seemed to have gone. Charlotte was sleepy and didn’t think she could stay awake any longer. She covered a yawn with her hand.

			“You should get some rest. I’ll sit up a while.” Wes was looking at her again with those soulful eyes.

			“Are you sure?”

			“Yeah. I haven’t been sleeping much lately.” That explained the dark shadows under his eyes.

			Charlotte nodded. She paused as she walked past his chair. She hesitated but then lightly touched his shoulder. “Thank you.”

			* * *

			Charlotte’s touch left a heat signature on Wes’s shoulder. What was Charlotte thanking her for? She was frozen in place as Charlotte’s footsteps softly receded behind her. It wasn’t until the bedframe creaked in the adjacent room that Wes realized she’d been holding her breath. She closed her eyes and exhaled. That small brush of human contact and kindness cast in stark relief the ache of loneliness in her chest. She squeezed her eyes shut, but the tears came anyway. Wes buried her face in the crook of her arm to muffle the sound. The rain had eased, and the last thing she wanted was for Charlotte to hear her crying.

			The surge of emotion caught her by surprise. Not the crying part, but the other part. This had nothing to do with losing Clyde. This was something deeper. A feeling she’d never allowed herself—desire—the desire for more. Wes wasn’t even sure what that encompassed, and until she’d arrived at the edge of the frontier she hadn’t even dreamed she could actually have the sort of life she wanted. But hearing Charlotte talk about her own hopes brought things up for Wes too. She was lonely even before losing her brother. Wes hardly allowed herself to admit that, but it was true. She had the farm and her independence, but was that enough? 

			Wes straightened in her chair, braced her palms on her thighs, and tried to pull herself together. Yes, Charlotte had touched her just now. But Charlotte had no real idea of who Wes truly was and she never would. Wes knew that could never be. Charlotte could never be her friend because once Charlotte knew the truth everything would be over. There was no way Wes could allow that to happen.

			She stepped into her room and slid the blanket across the opening so that she could get ready for bed.

			When she’d first come in from the barn, Wes had put on a Henley undershirt, with buttons at the neck underneath her outer shirt. But beneath all of that, the wrapping to cover her breasts was still damp. She untied the cloth and slowly unwound the damp cotton strips of fabric and hung them over the end of the bed to dry. 

			She retrieved a nightshirt from the foot of her bed and slipped it over her head. She settled under the covers and listened to the rain. It was hard to sleep knowing that Charlotte was in the next room.

			




Chapter Twelve

			The smell of food cooking woke Wes. She shifted on the bed and yawned. She’d actually slept for the first time in days. Maybe for the first time since losing her brother. Wes sat on the edge of the bed and rolled her head from side to side to stretch her neck muscles. 

			Her nightshirt had gotten all twisted. She adjusted her shirt and smoothed the front of it with her hands and then remembered that she wasn’t alone in the house. She quickly applied the wrapping around her chest and tugged on the shirt she’d worn the previous night. She finger combed her hair a bit. 

			When she slid the quilt aside, she saw Charlotte near the fireplace. She’d changed into a clean dress. The shoulders and hem of her dress were damp, as was her hair. She smiled at Wes.

			“I hope you don’t mind. I went out to see if there were any eggs and found a few. I thought breakfast might be nice.” She straightened from her task and turned to face Wes. “I made biscuits too.”

			Wes saw that Charlotte had used the iron skillet with a lid and sunk it into the coals.

			“Smells good.” If Charlotte thought cooking was going to make Wes let her stay, she was mistaken. But there was no harm in being polite. And besides, Wes had woken up hungry.

			Wes opened the front door and looked out. It was still very early. A line of pink-tinted clouds sat near the horizon. The rain had mostly stopped, although an angry dark cloud hovered to the east in the direction of Hollister. She hurried to the privy, and when she returned to the house she washed up quickly in a basin near the sink, splashing cold water on her face to chase away the cobwebs of sleep.

			She returned to the table unsure of what to do. It was strange to have someone else doing things like cooking in her cabin. 

			Charlotte set a tin plate of eggs and biscuits in front of her. Wes took a seat and waited for Charlotte to join her. There was coffee too. Charlotte poured two steaming mugs. This was like a breakfast for kings. Wes hadn’t taken time to gather eggs in two weeks. She did come across broken eggs probably scavenged by raccoons, but she’d had none for herself.

			“Did you sleep well?” Charlotte asked.

			Wes already had a mouthful of food, so she simply nodded. She figured they’d eat and then leave for Hollister. The sooner Charlotte was on her way, the better. 

			They sat without talking for a few moments until Charlotte abruptly set her fork down. There was a stricken expression on her face. Charlotte covered her mouth with her hand and looked at Wes with wide eyes, then dashed for the door. Wes was so taken by surprise that she sat for a few seconds before following. 

			Charlotte braced with one arm at the corner of the cabin and heaved what little breakfast she’d eaten.

			“Are you alright?” Wes asked from a respectful distance. 

			Charlotte waved her off.

			After a moment or two, Charlotte straightened. She’d had a cloth tucked into her waist from cooking. She pulled it free and covered her mouth. Charlotte kept one hand on the wall as she walked back to the door. Rain had started again.

			“Are you sick?” Wes knew her question was edged with worry. She couldn’t very well take Charlotte to Hollister on horseback or even by wagon if she were ill.

			“I don’t think I’m sick.” Charlotte sat down again. She slid her plate aside, braced her elbows on the table and covered her face with her hands. “It must just be nerves from everything that happened yesterday.”

			That was certainly plausible. Charlotte seemed well otherwise. Wes took her seat. She’d been so hungry that she’d wolfed her breakfast down. Only a small bite of biscuit remained on her plate.

			Charlotte looked at Wes for what seemed like forever before she spoke.

			“Oh no.” Charlotte’s expression was hard to interpret. Was she sad or frightened or both? Once again, she jumped up and ran outside.

			This time, Wes didn’t follow. After a few minutes, Charlotte returned to her seat.

			As if on cue, thunder rumbled, and then heavy rain began to pelt the roof. Wes shut the door again to block the wind and rain. The dark cloud she’d seen in the east had arrived. 

			Wes began to pace. After a minute, she looked at Charlotte still seated at the table.

			“There’s no way to get to Hollister today anyway.” Wes could tell Charlotte still didn’t feel well. “Not with the storm and all.”

			Charlotte looked up at Wes. His expression softened. Charlotte was puzzled by her sudden sickness and didn’t think she could ride a horse while nauseous anyway so she appreciated his consideration for her condition and the weather.

			“Maybe I should lie down.” She’d made it this far. And she wasn’t going to allow her dream of a life in California to be derailed by an ambush. But for now, she needed to rest and regain her strength. “I can clean this up later.” She motioned toward the dishes on the table as she stood.

			“Don’t worry about it.” Wes seemed bothered by the suggestion for some reason. “I can take care of this.”

			Charlotte was in no condition to argue. She slowly walked back to the bedroom, drew the draped quilt, and lay on her side. She willed her stomach to settle. She’d gotten sick two days ago as well, for no reason. She’d had to dash from the boarding house and out to the privy first thing in the morning. She hadn’t even eaten breakfast, so she couldn’t blame the food. In truth, simply the smell of meat frying had sent her stomach into upheaval and she’d barely made it outside before becoming ill.

			Oh, no. A horrible thought occurred to her. She fisted the blanket and held it to her mouth. When was the last time she’d had her monthly cycle? She backtracked in her mind. It had been at least eight weeks. It had been exactly eight weeks since she’d last seen Nathaniel. 

			No, no, no.

			Anxiety filled her with dread, but she chided herself not to jump to conclusions. A missed cycle didn’t mean anything. She hadn’t been eating or sleeping well. She’d been so upset about how Nathaniel had treated her that she honestly hadn’t been taking care of herself. And now the rigors of travel and the ambush had caught up with her. That was it and nothing more. But deep down she worried. Rain pelted the roof as she huddled under the blankets and tried not to panic. 

			* * *

			Wes sat at the table and listened to the rain. She stared at the quilt drawn across the opening to Clyde’s room and allowed her mind to remember Charlotte’s hand on her shoulder. A warm sensation settled in her stomach. 

			At some point she noticed that the angle of the light through the window had shifted. It was midday or early afternoon, she wasn’t sure. She’d let her mind wander.

			The fire had long ago died and only the smallest glowing embers could be found when she stirred the coals. She added kindling and then a couple of larger sticks of wood to the growing blaze so that she could boil some coffee. She focused on an imperfection in the log wall near the fire and allowed her eyes to lose focus while she waited for the kettle to boil. 

			Wes had been feeling a bit like the walking dead, barely aware of herself or her surroundings. The weight of loss gathered around her like a suffocating blanket, heavy and dark. 

			Whatever happened to someone when they died, they for sure left their physical body behind. She knew without a doubt that Clyde was no longer with her, the minute she’d touched his hand. 

			Ben Caufield had been by once. But she hadn’t seen anyone else since the day she’d laid Clyde to rest. Charlotte showing up the way she did was probably a blessing in disguise. It was a reminder that there was a world out there, even though Wes sometimes didn’t feel as if she was part of it.

			She’d just poured a cup of coffee for herself when she heard Charlotte moving about.

			“I made coffee if you’d like some.” Wes held a cup up as Charlotte stepped into the room.

			“No thanks.” Charlotte shook her head.

			“How are you feeling?”

			“Better, thank you.”

			Charlotte was beginning to see Wes in a new way. He seemed more at ease as he sipped coffee and watched the weather out the window. Wes did have an easy confidence that inspired Charlotte to relax. He wasn’t the sort of man that demanded attention or made unwanted advances. At least, not so far. Charlotte had to remind herself not to romanticize the situation. All men were basically the same, all men wanted the same things. Especially from women. Hadn’t she just learned that the hard way?

			“I was thinking that we should probably let someone know where you are.”

			“What?” Charlotte had been lost in thought.

			“Well, if someone found the stagecoach, or if it doesn’t arrive in Santa Fe when it’s supposed to, won’t someone be looking for you?”

			“No one was expecting me there, but I suppose the stage company does keep records of who purchases tickets.” Charlotte hadn’t given it much thought. She’d been too concerned with her own survival. “Or at the very least they must keep track of how many passengers each coach carries.”

			Wes studied her for a moment. 

			“I’m going to ride out and take a look.” He drained the last of his coffee. “The rain has eased a bit.”

			She was afraid he might suggest also taking her into Hollister. Charlotte was in no hurry to leave. She needed time to think and sort out her situation.

			“You probably shouldn’t be out in the weather if you’re not feeling well.” Wes pulled on a thin cloth jacket, then
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