
  
  A fearless horse gentler turns her skills on the reclusive cowboy protecting her. 
Blue Spruce, Montana, 1871—When Caleb Orson’s prize stallion escapes his ranch, Sal Beauregard rides to the rescue, revealing her true identity as one of the few eligible females in town. She’d do it again if it meant saving an animal from the cruel retaliation of Brendan Doran. The man has no respect for women or God’s creatures.
But the sun’s early setting strands her at Caleb’s ranch. Worse, Sallie’s father unceremoniously leaves her there under Caleb’s protection. However, Doran refuses to lose again to Caleb—first a horse, now a woman. He wants Sallie as his wife, and not even the reclusive ogre of a cowboy can stand in his way. No matter Sallie’s opinion.
Choosing to make the best of a difficult situation, Sallie takes over the gentling of Caleb’s stallion. She believes she can reach Caleb as well. Only, the first blush of friendship grows into something … more. Something that threatens the desires of Caleb’s enemy. And if Doran cannot have a beauty like Sallie, neither can a beast.










  
  
In Confessions to a Stranger , Danielle Grandinetti weaves a tale that is at once mysterious, suspenseful, romantic, and inspiring … this novel is a lovely start to what is sure to be a wonderful series!
—Heidi Chiavaroli,
Carol Award-Winning Author of The Orchard House



Danielle Grandinetti has crafted a wonderful tale of suspense and romance that will keep you on the edge of your seat. With well-drawn characters authentic to the era, a gripping plot, and a strong message of hope, Confessions to a Stranger is a read I recommend!
—Misty M. Beller,
USA Today bestselling author of the Sisters of the Rockies



A Strike to the Heart is a compelling story. From the very first page, I was immersed into the thrilling action and remained gripped with intrigue until the satisfying ending. The romance escalated right along with the winding plot, creating a layered mystery that is sure to delight readers.
—Rachel Scott McDaniel,
Award-winning author of The Mobster’s Daughter



Riveting from the first scene, As Silent as the Night offers a unique, edge-of-your-seat Christmas read … A beautiful, gripping, and romantically suspenseful Christmas story you wouldn’t be able to put down if you tried.
—Chautona Havig,
Author of The Stars of New Cheltenham




The Neighbor and the Gifts is a poignant tale that transforms a familiar carol into a stirring journey of faith, love, and danger … For readers who love historical romance, mystery, and want a deeper meaning in their holiday stories—this one’s for you.
—Natalie Walters,
bestselling and award-winning author of Living Lies and the SNAP Agency series
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In memory of Betty Helgeson

My grandmother-in-law, fellow book-lover,
and a graduate of Polson High School in Polson, Montana.








  
  



And let the beauty of the Lord our God be upon us:
and establish thou the work of our hands upon us;
yea, the work of our hands establish thou it.
Psalm 90:17, KJV









  
  Chapter One
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March 15, 1871 
Heart of Montana Territory 
"Beware the Ides of March,” Sallie Beauregard muttered as she donned the disguise within her room, tucking her long braid up inside her cowboy hat. In Shakespeare’s day, young men played female roles in his plays. Here in Montana Territory, she dressed as a boy to keep wayward eyes from realizing she was, in fact, a very eligible maiden.
“Sal, you ready, my girl?” her father called from the main room. A well-respected nomad trapper, it’d been his idea to dress her in trousers and a buckskin coat after Mama died when Sallie was but a child of five. Sallie hadn’t minded then. It was easier to traipse after her father in something other than a dress. Who had use for frills and lace, anyway?
She still believed that, but now she wore plain dresses or a split skirt unless they went into a town. Then she honored her father’s request because all anyone knew of old Saul Beauregard, who lived up on the mountain near Blue Spruce, Montana, was that he had a son named Sal—a son who never spoke—except to horses.
Sallie slung her saddlebags over her shoulder as she followed her father to the barn. “Where are we making camp tonight?”
With the first breaths of spring, Papa got antsy to leave the confines of the old cabin. They’d return every few weeks to stock up on supplies, then go again to hunt and sell the meat and furs to those in towns along their way.
Papa scratched his full gray beard. “We’ll head down to the valley and follow the waking critters.”
She nodded. There was no need to comment as she saddled Gunpowder, named for the horse Ichabod Crane rode in Washington Irving’s tale. When she first met Gunpowder, the poor horse reminded her of the broken-down plow horse in the book. She patted his nose. Now his black coat shone, and his belly showed him well-fed. Gunpowder nuzzled her under the chin.
Supplies loaded onto the horses, she swung into the saddle and followed Papa down the mountain. Today, she believed spring could be around the corner. While a chill still permeated the air, snow dripped from the cabin roof and rocky outcroppings. Soon, the rivers would rage, waking the world from the depth of winter.
The advent of warmer weather usually sparked warmth in her heart, but a strange foreboding hovered this year. Perhaps because they were setting out on the fifteenth of March? She might not be superstitious, but she loved her books and had read Julius Caesar a few too many times not to have the warning echo in her head.
She rubbed Gunpowder’s neck, letting a prayer from Psalm 121 whisper upon the wind. The Lord shall preserve thy going out and thy coming in from this time forth, and even for evermore. Amen.
The journey down the mountain took several hours, and they paused for the noon meal before entering the town limits. The cowboys and miners who happened to be in Blue Spruce greeted Papa warmly. They traded gossip as much as legitimate news. Sallie listened as she gathered canned goods in the general store. She recognized a few names from their last visit. Some had given up their claims and headed back east or further west. But one name stood out. It never ceased to send shivers down her spine.
Physically large and politically powerful, Brendan Doran thought first only of himself. Perhaps that’s why he owned the largest saloon in town, a place that also housed the only other unmarried women who lived in Blue Spruce. And the primary reason Papa disguised Sallie’s femininity.
“Rumor is Doran wants to settle down.” One grizzled man set a tin of tobacco on the counter. “Can you imagine having all those women around you and wanting to pick just one to spend the rest of your life with?”
Another old cowboy tipped up his hat and laughed. “I doubt he’ll give that up. He just needs a girl he can hoodwink.”
Papa caught Sallie’s eye, nodded toward the crate of goods he was about to pay for, and then pointed his chin toward the door. He wanted her away from this conversation, and Sallie was more than happy to oblige.
She shouldered the crate as a lad might and pushed into the pale sunlight. The men who passed barely cast her a second glance. Just as she set the crate beside where she and Papa had tied the horses, a shout brought her gaze east, to the road leading out of Blue Spruce. Or into it, considering the billowing cloud that loomed closer.
Sallie rested her hand on Gunpowder’s flank as she circled him. Men ran out of buildings as a horse with a black coat that made Gunpowder’s color appear faded galloped into town, a lead rope trailing behind him. Considering the rope's frayed end, the black must have broken his lead. And having it whacking his bare back surely wasn’t helping his panic. Fortunately, the horse slowed as it reached the center of town, but his nostrils flared.
Mr. Doran swaggered out of his saloon, laughing loudly. “Orson can’t even keep hold of his horse.” Doran weaved as he walked, probably inebriated. 
The black, presumably owned by local reclusive rancher Caleb Orson, shied. Sallie could see what would happen next as if reading it in the pages of her favorite book.
“Wait! It’s the horse Orson stole from me!” Doran added colorful descriptions that burned Sallie’s ears as he strode toward the animal. His cocky bluster propelled her into Gunpowder’s saddle, leaving the crate of supplies beside Papa’s horse.
“It’s not your horse, Doran!” someone shouted.
“Leave him alone!” another man shouted.
Sallie cringed but put Gunpowder into motion, aiming in the direction she suspected the black would run: west, toward the mountains.
Doran pulled his pistol, though what he planned to do with it was anyone’s guess. “This horse cost me—”
The black horse reared and then ran.
She and Gunpowder were already in place, cantering in the same direction the black raced. At any moment, she expected a gunshot to strike the air or a bullet to whiz by as the black horse caught up to them by the edge of town. Lord, Your protection, please!
Galloping side by side, not chasing, she hoped her horse could calm the black so she could get him away from Doran.
Except a large cowboy astride a gigantic horse thundered toward them from the south. Orson. She recognized him by his horse, and the beard that hid most of his face. He must have circled the outskirts of town, aiming to cut off the black. It would have worked, if Doran hadn’t spooked the poor animal.
Behind them, an angry Doran had jumped on a horse and given chase, pistol free of his holster. Would he shoot a horse in broad daylight? Risk a hanging? If he was drunk enough, maybe he hadn’t thought it through.
Of course, the hoopla only made the black gallop faster. He veered northwest toward the open plain that rose to meet the mountains, away from both his master and Doran. Gunpowder kept pace beside him, the two running as a herd, even with Sallie on Gunpowder’s back.
“It’s going to be just fine, ol’ boy,” she said, bending low over Gunpowder’s neck. Please, Lord. Her body, tense from expecting a gunshot, ached with the ride. But she wouldn’t let the black face this danger alone.
Gunpowder kept pace with the black, whose sides were heaving now. How long had the horse been running before reaching town? And what had caused it to spook so that it ran so far from home? All questions for after she got the poor beast to stop.
Using Gunpowder, she guided the black toward the mountain path she and Papa had used less than an hour ago. The rising ground caused the horse to slow enough that Sallie felt it safe enough to grab the broken lead rope and give a gentle tug.
“Whoa there, ol’ boy.” She spoke firmly, banking that the authority in her voice would give the black a sense of security. “Whoa, now. You’ve run enough.”
The black slowed more, and when they came to the edge of the mountain, instead of picking its way up the path, the horse turned and halted. Late afternoon sunlight cast them in the shadow of the cliff face. The black tossed his head and pawed the ground. Sallie slid from Gunpowder’s back and tiptoed into the black’s line of sight. He snorted and huffed.
“Easy, ol’ boy. You poor thing. Utterly terrified, aren’t you?” She eased closer, the rope still in her hand. A frothy, heaving mass of muscle he was. “What spooked you, huh? Was it a little critter or a big one? Human or animal? Hmm? You can tell me, ol’ boy.”
The black shook his head.
“Not talking, huh? That’s all right. No need to relive what scared you so.” She held out her hand, palm up. “But I’m here now and won’t let anything harm you.”
Eyes wide, he backed up a step. Sallie didn’t move. Didn’t speak. Just waited. Another snort came from the horse. Gunpowder nosed at the slushy ground for any grass that might appear beneath the melting snow.
Pounding hooves gave warning that they’d have company in moments, spooking the horse again. Only then did she realize her tactical error. She never spoke when she went into a town, especially when they went into Blue Spruce. She might disguise her figure, but her voice was undeniably that of a woman.

      [image: ]If Arion, or the lad who went chasing after the black horse, were injured, Caleb Orson could blame no one but himself. If only he’d realized he used a frayed rope when he tied Arion in the open yard. If only that stack of boards hadn’t fallen so near him. If only … well, there were only so many regrets a man could have.
Usually, when one of his horses got out, they stayed close, but Arion’s fear sent him searching for his old herd. At least, that’s what Caleb suspected. He’d rescued the horse when he was injured a year ago, then tried to release him back into the wild. If Doran would have left the poor animal alone, maybe all would have gone well. But the man had wanted to break the majestic animal and now had a vendetta.
Caleb didn’t trust what Doran would do if he came upon Arion alone. Or if only a boy stood in his way. He was too powerful in town. No one would speak against him to the marshal.
Arion and the lad halted at the cliff face west of Blue Spruce, but Doran chased them. Caleb had attempted to intercept while his foreman and one of his cowboys followed Arion from behind. The plan had been to herd Arion back toward the ranch after the horse cleared the town. If only …
The lad had slid down from his horse. Fear for the youth pumped through his body so that the blood pulsing in his ears blended with the pounding of his horse’s hooves. Your fault. Your fault. The lad glanced over his shoulder, obviously spotting Doran’s approach.
Arion snorted and shied. His fear edged toward panic. If Doran spooked Arion, this could become a deadly situation. Caleb adjusted his grip on Duke’s reigns, unsure how to save this situation.
“What’s the plan, boss?” Art Thomas, his foreman, came alongside. “Doran is going to get that kid killed.”
The lad edged between Arion and his own horse, a large black one not nearly as sleek as the stallion. Caleb’s stomach vaulted into his chest. Broken bodies swam in his memory. Blue uniforms and gray. Friends and enemies.
“Sal!” The shout cleared the fog from before his eyes and made him aware of the heaviness of his breathing. And then the melee before him.
Arion kicked at the air. The lad ducked before his slashing hooves. The lad’s horse pranced sideways. Saul Beauregard galloped past them, catching up to Doran, who had slowed at the trapper’s shout. What was the old man thinking? Wait. Was the kid the trapper’s son? The one who would only speak to horses?
Arion reared, and the boy stepped out of the horse’s way, letting it take off south along the range. Defeat washed the other emotions from inside Caleb. Hopefully, Arion wouldn’t run far. Maybe even circle back to the ranch. He’d give him a minute, make sure the lad wasn’t hurt. Maybe confront Doran for pulling a pistol aimed at the horse.
He, Thomas, and the newest addition to his ranch, fifteen-year-old Carl Anchorman, reined to a stop beside Beauregard and Doran.
“That horse is a menace, Orson.” The sneer was Doran’s greeting. “Or are you such a beast that all critters just run away from you?”
Caleb clenched his jaw and fisted his hands around Duke’s reins. When Doran first arrived in Blue Spruce wearing the tattered trousers of a blue Union uniform, Caleb thought they would be friends. Brothers-in-arms. But Doran was mean, and greedy, and that was putting it kindly.
“Unless you plan to help us herd Caleb’s horse, move along, Doran,” Thomas spoke with an emotionless authority Caleb could never have achieved. 
Still, he pulled Thomas back with a shake of his head and pointed his chin toward where Arion had disappeared. Caleb wouldn’t let Thomas get caught in Doran’s sights. Thomas backed away.
“You don’t deserve that critter. If I catch up to it again, I’m taking the shot.” Doran glared at Caleb, and Caleb knew the man would do exactly that.
“No!” The lad pushed between them, facing down Doran as if he didn’t tower above him. “That horse doesn’t deserve to die because of your feud with Mr. Orson.”
Doran’s laugh faded at the same moment the realization struck Caleb. Sal Beauregard wasn’t the old trapper’s son. Sal was his daughter.
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