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      For my two handsome sons.

      

      Chase your dreams

      and

      never let anything or anyone stop you

      from achieving them.
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      Stanley slammed his empty tankard of beer onto the scarred, sticky table and swiped the white foam from his upper lip. He waved and caught the attention of the bartender. He gestured for a new beer, and the man nodded. Within minutes, a full tankard was delivered.

      He slouched low in the rickety wooden chair, his back against the saloon’s rear wall near a large, black wood-burning stove. Although the heat from the packed bodies was enough to warm the skin on the coldest of nights, he still shivered. He’d lost count of the beers he’d had, but it didn’t matter. Regardless of how much he drank, it couldn’t erase what his former wife had done to him and his family.

      A fight had broken out. Two men crashed into tables, glass mirrors, and even other men. They grappled with one another in an attempt to gain the upper hand. Beer splashed, food was flung, and tankards fell to the floor as the two men broke chairs, tables, and windows. Other men scattered, either trying to avoid the melee or having a reason to join. The bartender and a few burly men rushed to break up the fights, but it was clear those involved weren’t to be stopped.

      Brawls weren’t unusual in the small railroad town of Pocatello, Idaho. It had been officially founded a mere seven years earlier and was bustling with activity from the railroad, establishing it as the Gateway to the Northwest. Stanley had been traveling for years, and it was the latest stop to hang his head, no better or worse than any other town he had visited in his pointless quest to find the woman who had ruined his life. Stanley should have been thrilled that Connie was truly gone, but he was still angry and even more so at his brother. It should have been Stanley who’d ended her, not Michael.

      The fight continued to rage in front of Stanley, but it didn’t stop him from imbibing his beer. He had no skin in the fight and was content to watch it play out. Entertainment in town was limited to the women in the saloons, gambling in the game halls, or attending church services on Sundays. Not that attending church was entertainment, but one couldn’t be too choosy.

      Suddenly, a soft body encased in light pink silk crashed into his table and then tumbled into his lap. A full, curvy warm one who smelled like his ma’s rose-scented perfume. She had a head full of light brownish hair streaked with yellow that reminded him of the stalks of wheat after a fruitful harvest.

      Startled, he dropped his tankard, spilling what was left onto him, the woman in his arms, and the floor. She screeched with outrage. He didn’t know why, but considering he hadn’t held a woman in his arms in quite some time, he wasn’t inclined to let go.

      Her frilly dress seemed out of place for a saloon, but who was he to judge the women who worked in them? As he took a good look at her, however, he questioned his initial perception. Her hair was piled high on her head in an elaborate arrangement of curls covered in an expensive hat, and her dress was made of the finest quality of silk.

      It was something he hadn’t seen since the woman who wasn’t really his wife, had worn while he lived and worked on what he thought was his inheritance until he learned she had forged his pa’s will, killed his pa with the help of a ranch hand, and cheated on him with the same ranch hand. All of this to take what his ma and pa had labored and built.

      The woman’s gown, having been pulled down slightly in the melee, barely contained her. He got quite a pleasant eyeful and would’ve continued to enjoy it until she slammed her sharp elbow into his gut. He grunted and released her. She scrambled from his lap and backed against the wall. She held her parasol in front of him as if she were wielding a sword she’d use to slice a man in half.

      He chuckled before jumping out of his chair to get out of the way of the pointy end of her makeshift weapon. Although it would likely do little damage, he wasn’t inclined to see what she could do with it.

      “Don’t touch me, you… you… ingrate,” she screeched. The concoction of bows and ribbons that adorned the side of her head fell forward, covering the left side of her face before she shoved it up and out of the way. Her gaze never left his, as though he was the one who had pushed her into his lap.

      Two men collided into the table next to them, the fight around them worsening by the second.

      “Ma’am,” he said, shimmying out of the way. “I certainly don’t know what happened, but I can safely say I’m not about to lay a hand on you.” He held up his hands to show he posed no threat.

      “But you… you…”

      Stopping her before she could say more, he said, “I caught you when you fell into my lap while I was enjoying my beer.” He waved to the spilled tankard that rested on its side. “I didn’t force you there, nor did I do anything inappropriate for a lady such as yourself.” That might have been a slight stretch, as he couldn’t have helped but get a handful of her when she landed in his lap. If he had known she was a lady, he wouldn’t have taken such liberties.

      Her cheeks flared bright red with embarrassment. She continued to hold the parasol in front of her as though that could stop him or any other man from taking what most women offered willingly in a saloon. He was a gentleman, or at least he had been before his life unraveled years before. He’d never take advantage of a woman, but he did see the need to get a lady out of such a place.

      “May I be of some service?” He jumped out of the way of another man flying through the air. “As you can see, things are getting a bit out of hand.”

      She narrowed her eyes and tilted her head as if contemplating his measure. “I… Just keep back.”

      “I won’t hurt you.” He looked down and brushed at the liquid dripping from his trousers and got a whiff of his stench. He hadn’t had a bath in days and likely presented as a swine of the worst order. He might be drunk and stinky, but he still remembered the manners his ma had pressed into him when he was but a young lad. “I apologize for my lack of cleanliness and rank odor, but I’d never touch a woman, especially one who wasn’t encouraging my advances.”

      She started to lower her parasol when another body struck him, that time from behind and not of the delightful kind. He stumbled forward and into her bountiful bosom. She dropped her parasol in surprise as he once again got a handful of her soft curves beneath the pink silk. His face was smashed into her chest, and he couldn’t help but enjoy the feel and the view. Before he could fully appreciate the woman, she pushed him back, stomped on his foot, and kneed him in the face when he bent forward. He fell back on his hindquarters in stunned and painful amusement.

      “My dear, are you all right? Did this swine harm you?” The high-pitched voice then proceeded to smack him over the head with a wooden cane.

      He grimaced at the jolt across his head and tried to protect himself, but she didn’t stop. His hands smarted from the whip of the cane. Thank goodness she had a horrible aim. If she’d gotten a good whack, he might’ve been knocked unconscious.

      She abruptly stopped and went to stand near the girl’s side, clucking like a mother hen. “Why did you come in here, Charlotte?”

      He grinned. Charlotte was the name of the woman in pink. He rubbed at the top of his head, searching for any bumps and luckily didn’t find much, but his favorite black hat had fallen in the scuffle. It was likely lost in the frenzy occurring all around them. He raised his head and pulled his knees to his chest. He was enjoying the show, albeit at his expense.

      Charlotte smiled at the older lady and patted her on the arm. “No one hurt me, Aunt Martha.” She jumped as a glass shattered against the wall next to her. “Although I certainly don’t look like it, now do I? I got caught in the scuffle looking for Father and fell into this poor gentleman’s lap.” She didn’t seem to be bothered by the fracas blooming at an alarming rate around them.

      He shook his head as he was the poor gentleman now, and tried to contain the chuckles that threatened to erupt. If he hadn’t been there to witness it, he would’ve thought he was watching a play on the stage of the local theater in Helena. Everything that had happened in the past few minutes had been just as ridiculous as the melodramas put on by the local theater troupe his ma and pa had taken him and his older brother to when they were young. He remembered watching in wide-eyed wonder as the actors exaggerated their movements and their speech to raise laughter from the crowd.

      “Where is your father?” Martha asked. “Did you really see him?”

      Another plate skittered next to him with what looked like a perfectly good steak and potatoes. His mouth watered. He was downright hungry all of a sudden. He’d have to get a bite to eat at the hotel if he got out of the saloon in one piece.

      “I don’t know. Maybe.” Charlotte tilted her head, a quizzical expression on her lovely face. “I thought I saw him, but I might’ve been wrong.” She pushed at her fallen hat, but it toppled once again. She quirked her lips in irritation.

      A chair slammed into the wall behind Stanley, and he jolted from the impact.

      “Oh my, poor dear. You keep looking for Marcus, and he doesn’t want to be found.”

      “I know, but I can’t help it. I want… No, I need to find him.”

      He wondered who Marcus was, but before he could ask, a man flew into another table next to them and grunted from the impact. It was time to go. Stanley jumped to his feet. Enough of his woolgathering. He had to get these women to safety—if they let him.

      He glanced at the floor and saw his hat under the crumbled remains of the table. He bent, swiped it up, and slapped it on his head. Didn’t want to lose that. Grabbing each woman by their elbow, he said, “As much as I’d like to continue to watch you two engage in this tete-a-tete, I think we should leave.”

      “Unhand me, you—” Martha pulled at his grip, but he didn’t let go.

      “Yes, I know. I’m an ingrate, swine, wretch, blah, blah, blah.”

      Martha looked at him in shock, opening and closing her mouth like a baby bird waiting for its mother to bring it a worm to eat.

      “You can berate me later, after we get you to safety.” He pulled them toward a door next to the bar. The saloon had erupted into a full-fledged bar fight with bodies and furniture flying every which way. It was a wonder they didn’t get hurt.

      “My parasol,” Charlotte muttered, trying to pull away, but he held fast.

      “Sorry, ma’am, but I think your parasol needs to be left behind. Unless, of course, you want to ask the men lying on top of it to gather it for you?” She swung her chest across his arm to look behind them, irritation on her face. “I’m sure they’d be happy to help a nice young lady like yourself.”

      Charlotte gasped but stopped fighting him. She let him lead her out the door and into the back room of the saloon. He practically threw the two women inside before he slammed the door shut behind them. He grabbed the nearest chair and positioned it under the door handle to keep men from coming after them. It wouldn’t hold for long but would perhaps give them enough time to find a way out in one piece.

      The door jostled as someone tried to get in, but the lock and chair held for the moment.

      Fluttering her hand in front of her, Martha took great breaths, her rapid breathing causing her chest to rise and fall from exertion. She struggled to gain her composure and plopped heavily in a chair next to a worn, wooden table that held empty bottles of liquor. “Young man, I don’t know who you think you are, but⁠—”

      “Shh, Aunty Martha. He saved us from that disaster out there.” Charlotte waved her arm toward the door and what lay beyond.

      Martha pointed her cane at her niece. “We would’ve never been in here if you hadn’t once again chased after a man who looked––”

      “Enough.” Anger flashed in Charlotte’s eyes. “We don’t need to air our dirty laundry in front of Mr…?” She stared at Stanley with questions in her eyes.

      “Seymour,” he said, bowing his head. “Stanley Seymour’s the name.”

      “Mr. Seymour,” Charlotte said. “Thank you for saving us, although you certainly didn’t act the gentleman when we first met.”

      He laughed, as her words were in direct contrast to what had happened just moments before.

      “I don’t understand what is so funny, Mr. Seymour,” Charlotte said, affronted by his laughter. She rested her hands on her hips.

      Tears leaked from the corner of his eyes with the force of hilarity that suddenly overtook him. Bracing his hands against his knees, he took a couple of deep breaths to calm the chuckles racking his frame. She didn’t think he was funny, but he sure did. “I didn’t act the gentleman.”

      “No, you certainly did not. Why you… you had your hands all over…” Her cheeks were bright red. She was quite adorable with that blush, not to mention her plump red lips just begged for a man’s thorough attention.

      “I caught you when you fell into my lap, and then I was pushed into your…” He waved toward her bosom.

      “Oh, you’re insufferable,” Charlotte muttered. “Maybe you aren’t a gentleman if you have to mention⁠—”

      “I never claimed I was a gentleman.” A wide grin lifted his cheeks. A grin he hadn’t had in quite some time. That woman was the first to make him smile, and he would enjoy it no matter how long it lasted.
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      Charlotte scowled at the man in front of her. “You might not have claimed to be a gentleman, but your clothing, your demeanor, and your speech patterns suggest otherwise.” Oh my, she sounded like a stuck-up prig, but that was the only way she could preserve what was left of her honor in the ridiculous situation.

      His smile diminished.

      “Not to mention the fact that, if you had been anything but a gentleman, you would’ve left us to fend for ourselves out there.” Charlotte took a deep breath to calm her rapidly beating heart, but with just one look, he practically made her swoon in her impractical silk slippers.

      She hadn’t intended to get caught in the brawl, but when the man who looked just like her father headed inside the saloon, she had forgotten where she was and had run after him. It had been reckless, but after looking for her father for over a year, she wasn’t surprised she lacked caution. Lead after lead had amounted to nothing.

      Nine months ago, the private detective she’d hired sent word that her father had been seen at various locations along the route to Pocatello. She had traveled hundreds of miles from her hometown of St. Louis to the wild, western part of the country with the hopes that, for once, the information would be correct.

      Stanley’s grin returned, reminding her that she and her aunt were in a precarious position. While he didn’t seem the type to take advantage, Charlotte could never be too sure. When she fell into his lap, her skin had burned, especially when he’d skimmed his large hands across her. She wouldn’t admit it, nor would she agree that maybe, just maybe, the situation she’d found herself in was partly her fault. Instead, she’d straightened her shoulders and glared at him.

      He stunk to high heaven, but my, oh my, he was a strikingly handsome man. Broad shoulders, dark blonde hair that curled around the nape of his neck, and a scruffy beard all worked to enhance his rugged appearance. He stared at her with golden brown eyes as though he was truly seeing her for who she was. His clothing was cut from the finest cloth, although it was clear he hadn’t seen a laundress in some time, but there was no hiding he came from wealth.

      The door rattled once again with force. Stanley quickly scooted around them and opened another door on the far side of the room. It opened to a dimly lit hallway. He grabbed a lantern from the shelf. “Follow me, ladies. We can continue this conversation later when we aren’t likely to get tackled by the drunk men out there.”

      “Aren’t you drunk?” Charlotte muttered as she helped her aunt from the chair.

      “Well, I was, but I’m afraid that’s no longer the case.” He smirked. “Take hold of my arm, ma’am.”

      He grinned at her aunt with a smile that could charm a snake into submission. Her aunt blushed and took his arm like a queen holding on to her king. He quickly and efficiently led them down the hall and to relative safety. Once they were outside and far from the saloon and imminent danger, he asked where they were staying.

      She opened her mouth to tell him it was none of his business and that they could make their way on their own, but her aunt beat her to the answer. “The Pacific Hotel.”
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      “Right this way, ladies,” Stanley said with a wide grin. “I’m staying there myself.”

      How fortuitous indeed that they were all staying at the same hotel. He’d get a chance to see Charlotte again if he played his cards right.

      Charlotte stumbled, and he grasped her elbow to steady her, grazing his fingers against her soft skin.

      “Thank you,” she mumbled, avoiding his gaze. She bent her head, allowing him to glimpse her long neck where wisps of her cornsilk hair dangled teasingly across it. He wondered what she would do if he were to place a gentle kiss behind her ear.

      Stanley didn’t know where those images were coming from. He hadn’t had thoughts of any woman since before he’d met the evil Connie. Considering the fallout from that miserable mistake, he hadn’t desired any woman in years. He couldn’t afford to make the same error twice, so it’d be best to keep his distance.

      Charlotte stopped, carefully removed her elbow from his grip, and stared him straight in the eye. “I haven’t seen you in the hotel. How do we know you’re telling us the truth?”

      “Miss”––he pushed the brim of his hat up his forehead––“I was raised to tell the truth, and my ma would’ve been appalled if I did otherwise. I arrived four days past, checked in, and have been frequenting the establishment we just left. I assure you I’m not lying. The clerk at the front desk will verify my story.”

      Charlotte reached for her aunt’s arm and practically dragged her down the dirt road, leaving him standing behind them. Shaking his head in laughter, he followed. Charlotte might not want him near them, but he was a gentleman, albeit a filthy one. He would hate for them to be accosted while walking along the dimly lit road to the hotel, and he’d make sure they returned safely whether or not Charlotte wanted him to.

      Stanley also couldn’t help but want to understand why they had entered a saloon. It’d give him something else to think about other than his own pathetic existence.

      The sun had fallen. The days were short, but they’d grow longer soon. Spring would be a welcome change from the dark and dreary nights of winter, although winter surely fit his melancholy moods.

      When they reached the doors to the hotel, he pulled them open before Charlotte could argue. “After you.” He winked at her aunt.

      Martha blushed and swatted his arm before sweeping past him and inside, her cane banging against the wooden floors. When they arrived at the front desk, Charlotte asked the clerk for their key before turning to him. Good manners dictated she stop and thank him, although it was clear she’d rather do anything but.

      “Thank you for escorting us back to the hotel, Mr. Seymour.”

      Her impertinent tone made him want to laugh, but he contained the chuckles.

      Stanley removed his hat and bowed a bit formally, even if he did look a fright and could use a bath.

      She shook her head and tried to contain a smile, but it was of no use. He saw it and couldn’t help but be encouraged by it.

      “It was certainly my pleasure, Miss Charlotte. May I escort you and your aunt to dinner tomorrow night? I promise I’ll take a bath and won’t be quite as… Well, I’ll be much nicer to your olfactory senses tomorrow.”

      She brought her hand to her mouth and covered her lips. “As kind as your offer is, Mr. Seymour, I think we’ll have to say no.”

      “Now, now, Charlotte,” Martha said. “There’s no reason to turn down his kind offer. We’ll likely be here for quite some time. We can certainly have a nice evening with a gentleman.” She patted Charlotte’s arm. “We’ll be happy to join you, Mr. Seymour. We’ll meet you in the hotel dining room around six tomorrow evening.”

      He nodded. “That would be lovely, Mrs.…?”

      “Martha.” She pinched his cheek. “We’ll see you tomorrow. Have a nice evening.”

      With that, Martha turned and let Charlotte guide her to the grand staircase and up to their rooms.

      “Mr. Seymour,” the clerk said, “your key.” He wrinkled his nose as he got a whiff of Stanley and tried without success to smile through it.

      Stanley palmed the key between his grubby fingers, the dirt beneath his fingernails a stark reminder of his stench. “Thank you. Can you have a tub and warm water sent to my room? I reckon I’ll need to wash if I’m going to enjoy their company tomorrow evening.” He lifted an eyebrow.

      “Yes, sir,” the clerk said, brightening significantly. “It’ll be sent up momentarily. Anything else we can help you with?”

      Stanley also ordered a hot meal. That steak and potatoes from the saloon had looked mighty inviting. He hadn’t had a decent one in weeks, as his appetite had been mostly nonexistent. It was time to fix that, as he suddenly had a ravenous appetite.

      The sudden change in his well-being had nothing to do with the sweet and charming Charlotte. Nothing at all.
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      “Why did you agree to have dinner with him?” Charlotte asked once she closed the door to their hotel room. She ripped off her ruined hat and threw it on the table next to the fireplace. Then she pulled off her soiled gloves, rubbing at the stained leather. “We don’t know him, and he was in that saloon.”

      Charlotte would have to inquire if the hotel had a laundress in the morning. She worried the stains on her gloves and dress would set if she didn’t get them cleaned soon. Who knew what had been on the wall and floor in that horrendous place?

      “The same saloon you ran into without any thought to your reputation or to what you might find?” Aunt Martha ignored the furious look on Charlotte’s face, shuffled to the armchair, and carefully sank into it. “I think you have no cause to judge the man. He certainly didn’t have to rescue us.” She kicked off her kid boots and reached to massage a stockinged foot between her fingers. “I really need to learn to wear something just a bit more comfortable when I’m out with you. My feet are not thanking me right now.”

      “He didn’t rescue us,” Charlotte said as she pulled out hairpins. She scratched at her scalp and groaned as the heavy weight fell to her shoulders. “I could’ve gotten myself out of there just fine. I was just caught unaware when that fight started between those men.”

      “Humph,” muttered her aunt. She wiggled her toes, lifting her feet from the floor, and stretched her arms above her head. “I’m famished. I’ll ring down to the desk and get something sent up.” She pushed to stand and shuffled across the floor to the new contraption they called the candlestick phone.

      The Pacific Hotel was surprisingly modern and had a switchboard. You could pick up the handle of the phone and it would ring to the main floor. All kinds of new inventions had been developed over the past few years. It was an exciting time in their new modern world. Who knew what else the turn of the century would bring for them all?

      Ignoring her, Charlotte sat, carefully removed her slippers, and extended her legs, stretching her feet before dropping them to the floor. The slippers were not meant for the harsh terrain they found themselves in and were likely ruined as well. She would have to stop at the mercantile and see if she couldn’t purchase a sturdy pair of boots. She might also have to look into a more serviceable skirt and blouse for the weather and conditions of Pocatello. The railroad town was far from the high society of St. Louis. Her gowns made her stand out in a crowd like a beacon of flashy sophistication.

      Charlotte stood and curled her toes into the plush rug before walking to the window, listening to her aunt as she barked into the phone. Her brisk and efficient tone brokered no argument from the one on the other end.

      “Yes, brown gravy and green beans would be perfect. Hot rolls and plenty of warm butter. Oh, and two slices of chocolate cake.” Martha ended the call a moment later.

      Charlotte gazed into the night sky when a poke on her backside made her yelp and swing around. She rubbed at the spot. “Aunty, why did you do that?”

      Not looking a bit contrite, Aunt Martha said, “Young lady, if you hadn’t gone into that… that din of inequity, I wouldn’t have had to follow you. Do you realize how close you came to damaging your reputation? Thank heavens that handsome Mr. Seymour was there to escort us out. If he hadn’t been willing to help, I shudder to think what would’ve happened to you.”

      “Nothing happened to me. I’m perfectly capable of defending myself.”

      “Are you? I saw that man grab hold of you before he was pushed from behind. He had every intention of having his way with you, and I’m positive you wouldn’t have enjoyed it.” She tapped her cane on the ground and frowned.

      Charlotte bowed her head. Her aunt was right, although she’d never admit it. Charlotte was going too far in her quest to find her father, but he was all she had left. She had to know why he’d left St. Louis from his own lips, not from what her grandfather always told her.

      “That may be the case, but if I⁠—”

      “Stop it, young lady. You know you shouldn’t have gone in there. If you’d seen your father, we could have asked for help, but instead, you rushed inside without thinking. It could’ve cost you your life, not to mention your virtue.”

      “Aunty—”

      “Don’t aunty me.” Her aunt’s glare made Charlotte cringe with shame. “Your mother would be appalled if she saw what you were up to, not to mention what your grandfather would think.”

      Charlotte’s grandfather was determined to see her married off to a man of his choosing unless she could convince her father to return home and stop him. She could ignore her grandfather’s wishes, but he threatened to withhold her inheritance if she did. She could live without all of the frivolities she’d had since she had moved in with him, but she needed the money if she were to open the children’s home. So many children were without loving parents. She wanted to do something positive with her life other than be a mother and a wife.

      Charlotte took the cane from her aunt’s fingertips and put it aside. She took Martha’s hands in hers. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you. I shouldn’t have gone inside the saloon.” She gently squeezed her aunt’s hands. “I just saw my father, and I couldn’t take the chance he’d disappear again.”

      Her aunt pulled away and placed her soft palm on Charlotte’s cheek. “I know you want to believe it was your father, but we’ve been chasing him across the country for months with plenty of sightings that have amounted to nothing. You need to be careful.”

      “I will. I won’t do it again.”

      Her aunt shook her head, a slight smile on her face. “I highly doubt that, but I know you will try. For me, I hope?”

      “Yes, yes. Of course I will.”

      Appearing appeased, she patted Charlotte’s arm. “I’m going to rest for a few minutes. Please, let me know when the food arrives.” She grabbed her cane and hobbled to the other end of the suite to the room she would call home for the next few days or as long as it took for Charlotte to determine if her father had been in Pocatello, if he was still there, or if he had left town.

      One way or another, she was going to find him.
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      Stanley glanced in the mirror of his hotel room, smoothed down the edges of his navy suit jacket, and flicked at a piece of white lint on his chest. He cleaned up nicely once he took the time to do so.

      He questioned his motives for taking Charlotte and her aunt to dinner. Stanley couldn’t pursue her. He had nothing to offer, but he had committed to taking them to dinner. He wouldn’t go back on his word, even if he thought he wanted to.

      Earlier that morning, he had rifled through his belongings and realized he had nothing appropriate to wear. He’d rushed to the first floor and asked the desk clerk if any men’s clothing stores were nearby. Lucky for him, one had just opened across the railroad tracks and provided ready-made suits. He was able to procure one for a tidy sum, the store clerk grinning widely at the giant sale he had made when Stanley needed to be outfitted from head to toe. For some reason, he was compelled to make a good impression, even though there could be nothing between them. There couldn’t be. He was only in Pocatello for a few more days before he’d leave once again for parts unknown. He never stayed anywhere for long and hadn’t for years.

      He grabbed a clean white handkerchief, folded it into a square, and placed it into his suit pocket. He glanced at the clock. It was time to leave. If he wasn’t careful, he would be late, and he didn’t want to make a bad impression.

      When he reached the dining room, he found the maître d’ and requested a table near the windows. The sun was slowly moving behind the mountains and would set soon. Candles flickered on each of the white tablecloths, and gaslights hung on the dark brown walls. There was a dim hum of voices and utensils clinking. Stanley thanked the maître d’, sat in the chair facing the door, and asked for a whiskey. He needed liquid courage. If the women arrived, he’d have that going for him, and if they didn’t, it would numb the pain that never went away, no matter how hard he tried.

      A few minutes later, the whiskey arrived. As he lifted the drink to his lips, he saw a vision in gold. Her thick hair hung down her back, held away from her face with gold clips that matched the vibrancy of her gown. He wasn’t the only one who had noticed. Men across the rooms stopped what they were doing and were awestruck by her beauty. She stopped at the entrance, spoke to the maître d’, and then scanned the room until she met his gaze.

      A crackle of chemistry flared between them, and he felt the jolt all the way to his toes. He shifted in his seat to eliminate the feelings of unrest springing up inside him. Who was this woman, and why was she having such an impact on him? Before he could even dissect the thoughts roaring through his mind, Charlotte and her aunt were led to his table.

      He shoved his seat back and fumbled a bit before standing. The cloth napkin he’d placed on his lap fell to the ground. He bent, snatched it from the floor, and slapped it none too gently onto the table. His nerves were getting the best of him. In the past, he wouldn’t have been so clumsy, but his confidence was shaken.

      Charlotte bent her head, covering her mouth with her white-gloved hand as she once again tried to contain her laughter at his embarrassment and clumsiness. She had every reason to laugh. He wasn’t acting as a grown man should. Instead, he was acting like an overeager young man who’d never been around a proper young lady. If he wasn’t careful, he might stumble and fall at her feet, fawning over her like a moon-sick calf.

      He took a visible deep breath. “Welcome, ladies. I’m so glad you could join me tonight.”

      Martha smiled and reached for her chair.

      “Oh, please let me,” he said and walked to Martha’s side. He pulled it out and waited for her to sit before gently pushing it forward. He reached for Charlotte’s chair to do the same. Charlotte opened her mouth to likely give him a scathing rebuke, but she shared a glance with her aunt and snapped it shut, stopping whatever thought had crossed her mind.

      Charlotte placed her reticule on the table before smoothing her gold skirt and settling into the plushness of the armchair. He nudged it forward. Her long hair was draped across her shoulders. He raised his hand ever so slightly to touch it but caught himself from pushing his hands into the thick strands.

      He’d almost made a monumental mistake. You didn’t touch a lady without her permission, especially one you didn’t know. He stepped away and ran his sweaty palms along his suit jacket before he returned to his seat, praying his composure was in place before he faced them.

      “Would you both care for a drink?” he asked, picking up his napkin.

      “I certainly would, young man.” Martha waved to the nearest waiter and ordered glasses of red wine for her and her niece. She also asked for a bread basket. “I’m famished. I need a bite to eat before we order or I’ll fairly faint. And that wouldn’t do if I want to keep my niece here properly chaperoned.” She picked up a napkin, shook it, and placed it in her lap. “And if I did faint right here, you”––she wiggled her eyebrows––“might even try to steal a kiss.”

      “Aunt Martha,” Charlotte said, bright red streaks blooming across her cheeks within seconds of her aunt’s words.

      He laughed but then swallowed the guffaws when Charlotte’s gaze swung to him. “We certainly don’t want to see you faint with hunger.” He then asked the waiter for a few other tasty tidbits while they perused the menu.

      The waiter returned a few minutes later with an overflowing bread basket, a warm crock of butter, jams and honey, and their drinks. Martha dug in while he glanced over the top of his menu and gazed at Charlotte. He tried to appear nonchalant but feared she’d notice that he was looking at her with lust-filled eyes.

      The waiter took their orders and quietly slipped away. Then silence reigned. Stanley’s mouth went dry, and he lost whatever small talk manners he used to own. He hadn’t sat with a proper young lady in years and hadn’t had a meal with anyone other than miners, cowboys, and criminals, so he was unsure what to say.

      Martha glanced between the two of them and sighed. “Tell me, Mr. Seymour, what brings you to this small railroad town?”

      He didn’t want to talk about his past and didn’t know what to do with himself since his former wife was gone. Talking about the mess of his life wasn’t normal dinner conversation, and he didn’t want to be the cause of a somber mood.

      Martha looked at him quizzically. “Did I ask a complicated question?”

      “No, no,” he said. “It’s not that… It’s just not something I like to discuss.”

      “Aren’t a lot of things?” Martha ripped off a piece of bread and slathered it with a thick layer of creamy yellow butter before she popped it into her mouth. She raised an eyebrow, waiting for him to continue.

      He took a sip of his whiskey to give him a moment to gain his composure. “I guess you could say I’ve been on a mission, and I’ve stopped here to take a rest.”

      “What kind of mission?” she asked, her gaze probing.

      He squirmed under her scrutiny.

      “Aunt Martha, don’t you believe that’s invading his privacy? He said it wasn’t something he likes to discuss,” Charlotte said.

      “Nonsense, I’m just making small talk. Asking why someone is in a small town in Idaho is a reasonable question.”

      “It may be reasonable, but pushing him to further explain when he’s already given an answer is pushy,” Charlotte said.

      “Phssh, I’m an old woman. I’m entitled to a few eccentricities.” She took a sip.

      Charlotte shook her head but smiled. The love the two women had for one another was obvious, even to the common onlooker.

      “Now, what was I saying?” She raised a finger to the corner of her lips. “Oh yes, what is your mission, Mr. Seymour?”

      The waiter returned with a platter of cut meats and cheeses and warm savory tarts, allowing him a moment to consider his response. A few minutes later, Martha waved for him to continue. It appeared she wouldn’t let him get away from answering her questions, but he didn’t want to face his past and his inability to save his pa.

      When he couldn’t take the silence, he said, “I’d been looking for the woman who had a hand in my pa’s murder, and I’m deciding my next path now that she’s dead.”

      “My, oh my. I’m sure there’s a story behind that, and dare I say, a difficult one at that. I won’t presume to ask what happened… Unless, of course, you wish to share.” There was a glint in Martha’s eyes that spoke of her curiosity to know more.

      “Aunt Martha, we cannot presume to ask Mr. Seymour what happened to his father. It was rude of you to press. This has to be a very painful topic for him. He certainly doesn’t need to explain.” Charlotte was clearly trying to get her aunt to stop her inquisitive questions.

      Martha glared at her niece but nodded. “I apologize, Mr. Seymour. I certainly don’t want to bring up painful memories for you.”

      He smiled to ease the tension. “It’s perfectly all right. You couldn’t have known. It was an innocent enough question, one perfect strangers might ask when meeting one another for the first time.” He sighed. “In full openness, my former wife, Connie, murdered my pa. She hid her intentions and deceived all of us. When we discovered what she had been up to, it was too late.”

      “Has she been found?” Martha asked.

      “Yes,” he said. “In November, she finally paid for what she did to my family.”

      “My, that sounds ominous,” Martha drawled.

      Stanley tried to smile but failed. He was tired and couldn’t find the energy to return home. Instead, he wandered aimlessly from town to town, having no idea what to do next but unable to face the censure in his brother’s eyes. He didn’t feel right living at his family’s ranch or anywhere near his brothers. Connie had callously weaved a scheme that hurt his family to its core. “She’d been running for years but returned last year to Helena, where my brothers caught wind of her presence. She had resources, friends, and a means that far surpassed anything we ever expected. What she told me about her past was far from the truth, but we’ll never know the fullness of what she had been up to.”

      “That’s quite the tale, Mr. Seymour,” Martha said.

      “It is, isn’t it?” He lifted his lips into a painful smile. Her questions had dredged up memories he tried to forget but likely never would.
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      Charlotte squirmed when Mr. Seymour explained why he was in Pocatello. She loved her aunty dearly, but sometimes she pressed too far and didn’t know when to stop. Thankfully, their food arrived and gave her aunt something to concentrate on other than Mr. Seymour and his tragic past. She could tell with one glance, however, that Mr. Seymour was not eating. If he’d been hungry, it was no longer the case. He pushed the food around his plate, and the occasional bite was met with a grimace.

      When they arrived, she’d been excited to see him, although she would’ve never admitted that to her aunt. Her Aunt Martha was on the prowl for a husband for Charlotte. She had already expressed her lack of desire to marry to both her grandfather and her aunt, but neither listened. The difference being her aunt wanted Charlotte to marry for love, while her grandfather had picked a man who worked for him. Different motives, but ultimately the same price.

      When her gaze met Stanley’s across the full dining room, the air had stilled and then tightened as though an invisible tether pulled her to his side with one slight movement. Other sounds had disappeared. Tingles had run across her skin, and blood had rushed to her cheeks. It was a wonder she hadn’t broken out into an unladylike sweat.

      She’d wanted to impress him, and that scared her. She’d almost told her aunt she had a headache, but when she saw him, she hadn’t been able to stop herself from gliding toward him. His eyes were dark magnets that drew her in like butterflies on a warm spring day. He was the first man to have ever caught her attention and hold it.

      But then her aunt had probed into his private life. When he admitted his pa had been murdered, her heart had broken for him. She too had lost her mother although she’d been able to say her goodbyes. From Stanley’s tone, he’d not been granted the same opportunity.

      As they finished their meal, Charlotte tried to salvage what remained of their disastrous conversation. “I want to apologize for my aunt, Mr. Seymour.”

      “You don’t need to apologize for me, young lady,” her aunt hissed. The glare Aunt Martha gave her indicated she’d get a talking-to when they were alone in their rooms.

      “Oh, I do, Aunty.” Turning back to Mr. Seymour, she said, “Please accept our condolences on your loss. I, too, lost my mother, although not in the same manner.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that, Miss Charlotte. May I call you Charlotte? I don’t think you ever told me your surname.”

      “I didn’t, did I?” she said, and frankly, she wasn’t about to. Not until she knew more about the man. “Charlotte will do.”

      He nodded but smiled at her obvious attempt to ignore his not-so-subtle question. “Before we continue, I insist you call me Stanley. Calling me Mr. Seymour makes me think you’re talking to my pa or my older brother.” His eyes twinkled, and the grin on his lips caused heat to flare across her cheeks.

      “I don’t know, Mr.—”

      “Stanley,” he said firmly.

      “Oh, all right, Stanley. If you insist.”

      He nodded. “May I ask why you two are visiting this fine territory?”

      Turnabout was fair play. Her Aunt Martha had asked the same question, and it would be rude of her to ignore him. “We’re looking for my father.”

      “Oh, is he lost?”

      His humor fell flat, but she couldn’t find fault in him trying to make light of the situation.

      “Yes, you could say that he is.” Lost or not wanting to be found. It could go either way.

      Seeming to realize his misstep, he frowned. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “No…” She paused. “Unless you can track down a man who doesn’t want to be found.”

      “Oh, I might have my ways. Why don’t you tell me what you know?” Stanley settled more comfortably in his chair, a glass of whiskey between his fingers as though he had all the time in the world. Somehow, that irritated her and caused the fine bristles at the back of her neck to stand straight up. It was as though he was making fun of her attempts at finding her father.

      “Now, why would I trust you… A stranger? Someone I don’t know.”

      He bent his arm, crinkling the fine fabric of his suit. The white cuff of his shirt poked through the coat sleeve, and a gold cufflink sparkled in the candlelight. He fingered his mustache as though contemplating a very serious question. “Maybe because a stranger would have a different take. Might see something you’ve missed.” She opened her mouth to respond, but he spoke first. “Not that I think you’ve missed a thing, but because he’s your father, you might not see things as clearly.”

      Stanley had poked through her insecurities. She’d been wondering the same thing just that morning, and now he bared them on the table for her to examine.

      When she stayed silent, he continued. “I’m someone with no stake, who has, dare I say, some experience in looking for someone who doesn’t want to be found. Not that I’m saying he doesn’t want to be found, but I’d be happy to lend my services. If you’re interested, that is?”

      “I don’t know,” she said, while a part of her screamed yes.

      “I think we should hear him out, my dear,” Aunt Martha said. “He’s offering to help, and don’t you forget, he helped us just last night.”

      Charlotte could strangle her aunt. She was trying to push Charlotte into Stanley’s arms and wasn’t subtle about it. Her aunt had lost her beau at a young age and had never married, which gave her an insatiable desire to make sure Charlotte wouldn’t be left alone, no matter how she had to go about it.
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      Charlotte wondered why in heaven’s name she had agreed to Aunt Martha’s latest crazy scheme. Having Stanley’s help in looking for her father over the past two weeks was sending her emotions on a wild ride, and she found herself waiting for a glimpse of him every day she didn’t see him. She didn’t want to be attracted to the man, but her aunt conveniently disappeared when Stanley was around, especially if propriety allowed for it. Charlotte almost felt like a young girl with her first schoolyard crush.

      Stanley had interviewed several men, both in her presence and out of it. The two of them had followed countless leads that led to nowhere. It had been quite exhilarating at times to observe Stanley’s dogged determination to track down every person who might have seen her father. While she was flattered he seemed willing to help, irritation prickled her skin because she couldn’t do it on her own. She had started on this journey wanting to find her father but found herself needing Stanley’s help to continue.

      Being in Stanley’s company made it difficult to resist him, although it was completely one-sided. She was sure he didn’t regard her as anything more than a way to distract himself from the weight he carried. He certainly didn’t look at her like a lovesick calf, the way she found herself looking at him when he wasn’t paying attention.

      “Charlotte, you’re keeping Stanley waiting,” Aunt Charlotte yelled from the front room of their suite, thumping her cane on the hard wooden floors not covered in rugs.

      Charlotte had just donned her woolen bonnet, grabbed her fur-lined mittens, and smiled to herself. She didn’t have a moment’s peace when her aunt was on a mission. Stanley was waiting for her at her aunt’s insistence, she was sure.

      She swallowed the thick pile of saliva that had pooled in her mouth. Stanley stood next to a window, and the light shined on him like he was a Greek god. All magnificent, proud, and delicious. He had to know what he did to women. She had to shake herself free from the unwanted thoughts. Their relationship was a business one, nothing more.

      At first, Charlotte hadn’t believed he’d take her aunt up on her request to help them locate her father. Why would a perfect stranger want to help them? But when her aunt mentioned the amount, Stanley’s mouth had fallen open, and it was a wonder he hadn’t caught flies with it. He couldn’t say yes fast enough, although Charlotte wasn’t altogether sure it was strictly the money that intrigued him. There appeared to be another ulterior motive for his willingness to help, but she couldn’t pinpoint what it was.

      She forced her gaze away from Stanley and instead looked out the windows, trying to distract herself with the thick snowflakes falling from the dark sky. She didn’t know what was wrong with her. No man had ever made her feel this way, and she wasn’t sure she liked it. It was distracting her from why she was in Idaho.

      “What are the plans for today?” Charlotte asked once she tamped down her beating heart. Her path was straightforward. She couldn’t let a handsome man derail her.

      “I heard talk of a man fitting your father’s description in a saloon on the east side of town. I thought I’d question the man who saw him while you and your aunt⁠—”

      “I’ll go with you,” Charlotte interrupted.

      “I don’t think that’s a wise idea. It isn’t safe for a young lady like yourself.”

      “I don’t think I need you to tell me what’s safe.” She raised an eyebrow, just begging him to argue with her.

      “I wasn’t hired to guard you.” Anger flashed in his eyes along with a hint of impatience.

      “I don’t expect you to, Stanley. But I hired you⁠—”

      “No, your aunt hired me.” He shifted and opened his coat to reveal a pair of silver-handled six-shooters sitting on his hip.

      If Stanley thought showing his gun belt would scare her, he was surely mistaken. Plenty of men wore them strapped to their sides. While things had become civilized, one still had to be mindful. Stanley seemed more sophisticated than a common gunslinger, but now that she knew he was comfortable wearing them, he’d be useful to her, especially on that side of the railroad tracks.

      “I won’t argue with you. We don’t have time for this. I’m going with you.” She slapped the mittens against her hip.

      “No, you’re not,” he said. “I can’t search for him as well as make sure no harm comes to you.”

      “We’ve been looking for two weeks, and this is the first time you’ve been concerned. Has something changed?”

      He shifted and avoided looking her in the eyes. “No, not exactly.”

      “Then there is no reason to dawdle. Besides, I have this.” She reached into a hidden pocket on the inside lining of her coat and pulled out a small derringer. It wasn’t the most powerful of weapons, but it fit nicely inside and would work in a pinch. She also had a knife stashed in her boot and one in the boning of her corset. “I’m not some powerless woman who can’t protect herself.”

      A devilish smile reached far across his cheeks that he unsuccessfully tried to hide by shaking his head, but it was too late. She had seen it and won the argument.

      “Now”––she put the gun back into her pocket––“are you ready to leave?”

      He picked up his black hat, gave her aunt a quick kiss on the cheek, and opened the door. “After you, my lady.”

      Sarcasm laced his words, but she
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