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      MONTANA, 1895

      Charlotte was out of her seat before the train came to a full stop. She’d had it with the beast. Thirty-two days of nearly constant travel was more than enough for a woman on her own to withstand. Especially in present company.

      “Ooo!” one of the painted, preening girls packed in the train car squealed. She knelt on her seat to look out the window as the tiny town of Cold Springs, Montana rolled into sight. “Look at all the men!”

      With a roll of her eyes Charlotte grabbed her carpetbag and started for the door. She pushed past the seats full of trollops who leaned out the train’s windows waving handkerchiefs and their bosoms at passersby in the frontier town, eager to get away from them and on with her life.

      “Where do you think you’re going, dear?” Miss Helen, their ring-leader, hopped up to follow her. “The train hasn’t even stopped yet.”

      Charlotte ignored the woman. She’d fallen in with Miss Helen’s lot in Denver, figuring there would be safety in numbers. It had seemed like a good idea at the time; a good idea she had paid for in the last week as Miss Helen tried to recruit her as a husband-hunter.

      Charlotte reached for the door at the end of the car and threw it open as the brakes squealed. The train lurched to a stop. The jolt sent her and Miss Helen both stumbling out toward the guard-rail at the back of the train. Charlotte held her hat on with one hand and fumbled her carpetbag with the other.

      “Easy there.” Miss Helen’s rouged lips parted in a smile. “You don’t want them to think you’re too desperate.”

      “I’m fine, thanks.” Charlotte did her best to be polite. The woman had no idea what desperate was.

      Miss Helen nodded to her carpetbag. “Want me to hold that while you—”

      “No thanks.”

      The station porter stepped forward to offer the passengers a hand down from the train and Charlotte took it. Once her feet were on solid ground she scurried to get out of the way of the storm of females that were ready to pour from the car.

      “Well hello Cold Springs!” Miss Helen trilled over the heads of the curious onlookers, flashing into action. “My name is Miss Helen and have I got a treat for you! Gentlemen, gather round!”

      Miss Helen in her maroon and pink petticoats floated down the train’s steps, as audacious as any queen. Her painted face and startling red curls only just covered her true age. When she reached the platform she turned to gesture to the parade of ladies that followed her.

      Charlotte took cover in the shadow of the station-house with a wince. A crowd was already gathering. She had more important things to do than watch the spectacle yet again.

      “Gentlemen of Cold Springs, let me introduce you to the finest and most cultured ladies this side of the Mississippi.” Miss Helen spoke above the din of the station in a voice that must have been trained on the stage. “Fair young maidens come all the way from St. Louis to the frontier with the expressed purpose of making a few of you the happiest men alive.”

      One by one the silly girls stepped down into the morning sunlight as if they too were on stage, stifling fake yawns and batting their eyelashes at the growing assembly.

      “What, are they whores ‘r sumthin’?” The blunt question was followed by a chorus of rough laughter.

      Charlotte could hardly blame whoever called out for their mistake.

      “No, no, no!” Miss Helen pressed a hand to her ample chest and feigned shock. “Gentlemen, these women have come to you with a far nobler purpose in mind. They have come as humble frontier brides searching for husbands with whom to begin a new life!”

      The unexpected answer raised a murmur of consideration from the folks on the platform, much of it humorous doubt. A few fellows seemed intrigued by the possibility. Most of the townswomen turned up their noses whilst secretly assessing the charms of their competitors.

      “Let me make some introductions,” Miss Helen continued her pitch. “This fine lady is Sally.”

      Charlotte didn’t have the time or the patience to watch the circus. She had a past to put behind her and her own new life to begin. Cold Springs looked like just the place to do it. She ignored the ongoing spectacle and scanned the platform. When she saw what she needed she acted.

      “Excuse me.” She gripped her bag, keeping her back straight, and walked away from Miss Helen’s show towards a middle-aged man with spectacles in shirtsleeves standing near the cargo car. “Could you help me?”

      The man glanced up from his clipboard and surveyed her through round glasses. The faintest hint of surprise touched his otherwise bland expression. His gaze slid to the scene behind her as Miss Helen introduced her lovely ladies then back to her. He stood straighter. “I could try to help you.”

      Charlotte smiled. Finally someone with some sense. “I have another bag in the baggage car. A rather large bag too. Could you fetch it for me?”

      The man glanced right and left as though she were talking to someone else. The barest glimmer of a grin flickered across his tight lips and into his round eyes.

      “Certainly,” he answered after a pause. He set his clipboard down on one of the piles of crates that was being unloaded beside him. “What does your bag look like?”

      “Well it’s large. Rather old too. Mostly brown. It should have a tag on it that says ‘Charlotte Baldwin’.” She’d been meaning to use a false name since the incident in St. Louis but was never able to think of one when pressed.

      The spectacled man nodded and started for the baggage car between the cargo and passenger cars.

      “I see you making eyes at the delightful Minnie.” Miss Helen went on peddling her wares. The petite blonde beside her batted her eyelashes at a burly cowboy with a huge moustache. “You won’t find a sweeter soul this side of the Mississippi. And she’s an excellent cook. In and out of the kitchen.”

      The blonde hooted with feigned embarrassment.

      Charlotte rolled her eyes and glanced beyond the scene on the train platform. Western towns all looked the same to her: thrown-together buildings with tall fronts, dirt streets filled with horses, rough men, and a few harried women. Plains and mountains stretched out in all directions, betraying the miniscule scale of civilization in the wild. Every town the train had stopped in so far in Montana fit the same description.

      The difference between Cold Springs and half a dozen others was Charlotte’s level of patience. She was through with traveling. Never mind that she had no friends and no job in Cold Springs to help start her new life. As long as she could put the past behind her things would work out. She’d decided the night before that wherever the train stopped next would be her new home, come what may.

      She drew in a deep breath. The Montana air was as fresh as the life she was eager to start.

      “Can I help you ma’am?”

      She turned to find a lanky man in a stationmaster’s uniform standing behind her. “Oh…I….” she stammered, twisting to look for the man who she’d sent to get her bag. “You’re the stationmaster?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He touched his hat. “Lewis Jones.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Jones. I’ve just sent your assistant to fetch my bag.” She smiled.

      “My assistant?” Mr. Jones goggled back at her.

      “Yes.” She hesitated. “The man with glasses?”

      “Here you go.” The man in question reappeared on her other side. “Charlotte Baldwin,” he read the tag aloud then set her beat up old bag between them.

      “Thank you so much.” She reached for the clasp of her carpetbag to pay the man.

      The stationmaster’s laugh startled her. “Hey, Mr. West, she thought you were my assistant,” Lewis Jones told the man as if sharing a bad joke.

      “Oh dear.” She lowered her carpetbag. “You’re not…?”

      “No.” Mr. West’s eyes sparkled behind his glasses.

      Color splashed to Charlotte’s cheeks. “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have assumed—”

      “No offense taken.”

      “Mr. West owns the general store,” Mr. Jones explained. Then, as if to rub her mistake in, he continued with a snort, “He’s one of the richest men in town. And you thought he was a porter. Can you imagine?”

      Charlotte made herself laugh along with the man, in spite of her hot cheeks. “That’s what I get for taking a chance, I guess.”

      “Wait ‘til the boys hear about—”

      “Thank you, Lewis.” Mr. West cut him off with a strained smile. “Could you help Oliver unload the rest of the shipment?”

      “Yes, sir.” Mr. Jones snapped to do as he was told, leaving Charlotte alone to start her new life at the mercy of the man she’d just insulted.
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      “Now what I need to know is where I and my young charges can stay while we’re in town getting to know you all.”

      Michael glanced from the dark-haired beauty who had thought he was a porter to the dreadful woman causing a spectacle further down the platform. At her direction the rest of the floozies formed a line and were smiling and flaunting their assets at Cold Springs’ finest. He ignored them. Seen one loose woman and you’d seen them all. He had a shipment to receive and a store to run.

      And an unexpected distraction.

      “I really am very sorry I mistook you for the porter,” Miss Baldwin apologized again. She was well spoken, he’d give her that. Her soft black hair was tied up in a simple style that framed pale skin, deep blue-green eyes, and rosy lips. Her perfect figure was concealed in a modest, elegant dress. She hadn’t bought a dress like that anywhere nearby and the brooch pinned at the collar was genuine ivory.

      “Not a problem.” He smiled. “I’m sure it was an easy mistake to make.”

      He picked up his clipboard, scanning over the packing list. His eyes only made it halfway down the page before flickering back to Miss Baldwin. She studied the platform and the town beyond it with a resolute expression.

      “You haven’t seen beauty until you’ve seen Katie,” the garish Miss Helen talked up another of the girls.

      Michael begged to differ. He studied Miss Baldwin. She had her carpetbag open now and was sorting through its contents. Her lips were pressed in a perfect pink line of determination. There was no reason at all that he should find her more interesting than his work.

      “You aren’t going to….” He nodded towards the others.

      “Oh no.” She glanced up and shut her carpetbag, arching an eyebrow. “I don’t need that kind of attention.”

      He closed his mouth and stood straighter. “That’s very…confident of you.”

      “There are days, Mr. West, when confidence is the only thing I’ve got going for me.”

      A lopsided grin tweaked the corners of Michael’s mouth. If this poised beauty expected to find a husband amongst the miners and cowboys of Cold Springs she was out of luck. Not one of them was up to the challenge.

      “Do you want me to bring the wagon around, Mr. West?” Oliver asked as he jumped down from the train’s cargo car.

      Michael continued to appraise the enigmatic woman in front of him until she noticed him watching her. “Yes,” he told Oliver. “See if you can flag down one of the Jones boys over there to help you while you’re at it. Tell them I’ll pay them a dime each to help with the shipment.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “A dime?” The woman nodded her approval. “For that kind of money I’d help you myself.”

      “Would you now?” He tucked the clipboard under his arm, work forgotten.

      “Certainly. Are you hiring?” She kept a straight face but there was a sparkle in her bright eyes.

      One of her light-skirt companions laughed at something and half the men on the platform laughed with her. It served to underline her question. His grin broadened. “As much as I need help at the store, I don’t think I could afford you.”

      “I thought you were one of the richest men in town, Mr. West.”

      It had been so long since a woman had flirted with him that he’d forgotten how to flirt back.

      “Alright, you’ve got me there,” he chuckled. What was wrong with him? He should go back to work or run as fast as he could.

      He checked to make sure no one from town was listening. “I just need to make sure all of the crates on this packing list are here. Oliver can handle the rest. Then can I take your bags somewhere?” he asked out of sheer mad compulsion to find out who she was and what she was doing there. He glanced past her to the others. One of the young women actually lifted the corner of her skirt to show off her calves. “Do you know where you’ll be staying?”

      “I have no idea,” she announced with a flash of excitement in her eyes. “I’ve been on that train for so long the only thing I know besides my name is that I don’t ever want to get on a train again.”

      “And your name is Charlotte Baldwin.” He nodded to the upturned tag on the bag between them.

      “My friends call me Charlie.” She held out her hand.

      “Charlie.” He set his clipboard down and took it. She wore kid gloves with pearl buttons. Not cheap. Charlie Baldwin most definitely wasn’t from anywhere nearby. “How far have you come?”

      “From Philadelphia.”

      “Philadelphia?” A twinge of bittersweet longing pierced his gut. “That’s a long way.”

      “Yes.” She made light of the distance. “But I’m here now and I intend to start over, starting now.” She glanced over her shoulder at the train.

      “You do?” It was just a coincidence, he told himself. Anyone could be from Philadelphia. “Why in God’s name would you want to stay here?”

      She shrugged. “Who wouldn’t want to build a new life in a town as homey and picturesque as this?”

      Her question was followed by a gunshot from the heart of the town’s main street and a round of screaming from the silly girls disbursing off the platform. Charlie whipped her head around to find where the danger had come from, hugging her carpetbag.

      “Cowboys,” Michael explained with a shrug. “Someone is probably drunk.”

      “But it’s eleven in the morning, at least it is if that clock is right.” She nodded to the large clock built into the thick stone edifice of the bank.

      “They’ve had a late start today,” he replied with a straight face, a twinkle in his eye.

      She pinned him with a dubious glance. Her anxiety melted and a chuckle bubbled up from her slender throat. She raised a hand to her mouth. “Oh dear.”

      Michael’s long-suppressed desire to be charming flared to life. He made a half-hearted attempt to squash it. She was just another newcomer. A beautiful, intelligent newcomer with winsome eyes and a figure a man would have to be dead not to notice. Instinct couldn’t have chosen a more inconvenient time to flare. Then again, a devilish part of him argued, if she had come to town to find a husband….

      “Miss Baldwin. Charlie,” he found himself asking against his better judgment, “Could I buy you lunch?”

      “As long as you have enough dimes,” she grinned.

      Clever.

      Dammit.

      “I’m sure I could find some,” he replied. “Let me just get Oliver situated and I’ll show you the town.”

      This was either his lucky day or the beginning of pure disaster.
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      Charlotte surveyed the Cold Springs train platform as Michael West gave instructions to his young assistant. She took another deep breath and smiled. A little kindness was just what she needed to shake off the shackles of what she’d left behind. She was well beyond the reach of her step-father’s machinations at last.

      “Lewis will make sure your bags are taken care of.”

      She jumped as Michael spoke beside her. Well, perhaps she still needed time to feel entirely free. “Thank you, Mr. West, that’s very kind of you.”

      “Everything alright?” Michael looked around to see what had spooked her.

      “Yes, yes, fine.”

      She prayed the blush that touched her cheeks didn’t make her look like a complete ninny. She was strong and independent and would keep telling herself that until she believed it. She was also hungry and eager to make friends.

      “I must say, Mr. West,” she took his arm as he offered it, “it’s an unexpected relief to have someone take me to lunch instead of having to go it alone.”

      “Call me Michael.” He tucked her hand into his elbow and reached to take her bag.

      Her pulse shot up and she yanked the bag out of his reach. “Michael then. But I’ll keep my carpetbag with me, if you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all.” His face pinched with suspicion for half a second before his benign smile returned.

      She forced her shoulders to relax as they headed across the platform towards the dusty street. Michael West was a respectable businessman, not some black-hearted thief out to rob her. She was determined to give people in her new life the benefit of the doubt.

      It was clear that the flow of daily routine in town was disturbed by the presence of so many brightly-colored ladies. Two or three men were already escorting one or more of the girls into town. Half a dozen other men had their wives drag them away from the sight of so many painted ladies. It made for a crowded passage through the otherwise lazy street.

      “So are you on your own with that lot?” He nodded towards Miss Helen and the girls ahead of them.

      Charlotte hummed in reply. “I’m used to doing things for myself.”

      “Are you?” He was surprised.

      “Well, yes.” She blinked, turning her attention to him. “How else am I supposed to get anything done?”

      His mouth parted at her statement but instead of commenting he closed it into a smile. “What do your parents think of you traveling on your own?”

      “Not much.” She gave him a vague smile. “I’m afraid they’re both dead.”

      “I’m sorry,” he issued a flustered apology.

      “It’s alright, they’ve been gone for years. What about your parents?” She scrambled for a way to turn the conversation away from her. “Do they mind you inviting a woman you just met out to lunch?”

      He sent her a teasing grin. “Come now, Miss Baldwin.”

      “Charlie.”

      “Charlie. You can’t really think I’m young enough to have parents watching out for me.”

      It would have been rude of her to laugh, but he had a point. He must have been well into his thirties. “We all need someone watching out for us.”

      “Yes, well my father never—”

      A burly miner with a girl on each arm barged in front of them, cutting Michael off. The miner muttered something to one of the girls, who laughed. Michael tensed. Charlotte frowned, sneaking a peek at his expression. It was wary at best, as if a miner slighting one of the town’s wealthiest citizens wasn’t unexpected. He continued walking as soon as the trio was well ahead of them.

      “There’s only one restaurant in town to speak of, unless you consider the saloon a restaurant, which I don’t,” he began again, watching to make sure the bully was moving on. “The restaurant is part of the only hotel in town, an establishment run by Mrs. Delilah Reynolds.”

      “A woman owns the hotel?” Charlotte brightened in an effort to shake off the odd encounter.

      Michael nodded, unclenching when he saw her smile. “Yes, I do business with her on a regular basis. She’s tougher than most of the men out here.” He paused before saying, “You’ll find quite a few powerful women this far west. Though how they maintain their power in some cases isn’t for the faint of heart.”

      “Oh?”

      He sent her a mischievous side-long glance. “Well, I’m sure you’re aware that Montana has the highest concentration of prostitutes in the United States,” he told her as though sharing a secret joke.

      She blinked. A beat later her shock melted into wicked amusement. Her mother would have had a fit at the thought of her daughter living in such a wild town. Then again, that was reason enough to stay. She laughed, holding her free hand to her mouth. “I suppose it’s not funny, really,” she scolded herself, still giggling.

      A cowboy leaning against a post across the street glanced up at her laughter. He took off his hat and swept her with a look of appreciation and a whistle. His look wasn’t all that different from the one Michael had just given her.

      Then it hit her.

      “Oh no,” she gasped.

      “Something wrong?”

      She winced, praying she hadn’t given the wrong impression. “Mr. West, Michael, I should tell you right now that I’m not one of Miss Helen’s girls.”

      He stopped short, studying her eyes as if making sure he’d heard her right. Then he flushed red, his eyes large behind his glasses.

      “Oh dear.” She bit her lip.

      “I’m sorry.” He didn’t try to hide his mistake. “I never should have—”

      “No, it’s understandable.”

      “Unforgivable, more like.”

      “Was it something I did? Was I too forward?”

      “No that wasn’t—”

      “In college they always told me I was too forward.”

      “College?”

      “I know traveling with Miss Helen makes me look—”

      “Oh no, you look lovely. I mean,” he schooled his expression to seriousness, “you clearly don’t belong with them at all.”

      She let out a breath and her sheepish smile returned. “I’m sorry. If that’s what you’re looking for I can go on alone.”

      “No! No, that’s definitely not what I’m looking for.” The sparkle in his eyes told another story. “Not that you wouldn’t be what I was looking for if I was looking. But I’m not. Looking, I mean. Though I’d be lying if I said the thought hadn’t crossed my mind. That is, you’re quite beautiful. And from back east. It would make sense…in a way.”

      A grin spread from her lips to her chest. He had no clue what he was saying, bless his heart. It was charming.

      “Forget what I just said.” He gave up, letting out a breath then clearing his throat and standing straighter.

      Their eyes met in a moment of collective embarrassment. Charlotte found herself unable to stop the laugh that bubbled up from her throat. He grimaced and laughed with her.

      “Never mind,” he said. “I’d still like to treat you to lunch. I wasn’t really…”

      “Hey! Westie!” His apology was cut short by a gruff shout. Charlotte flinched to see a man in a flannel shirt, denim pants, and chaps striding towards them with two cronies tailing him. “What on earth have you got there?”

      “Edsel.” Michael nodded, his whole body going stiff. The kind soul she’d just been in a verbal tangle with was gone, a cold, bristling stranger in his place. “I see the herd is in town.”

      “What’s it to you?” The man named Edsel swaggered to a stop and spit out a stream of tobacco. It landed inches from Michael’s feet.

      Charlotte gaped at the crude display.

      Michael tensed with protective indignation. “Has Mr. Talbert sent you to talk business with me?” he asked, eyes hard.

      “Yeah, I got business for you alright.” Edsel hitched his belt higher, showing a flash of pistol. Charlotte’s heart shot to her throat at the sight of the gun. Edsel stood back, raking her from head to toe. “What the hell are you doing with something this fine and feminine, Westie?” He followed his comment with a whistle. His cronies muttered their appreciation as well.

      Charlotte’s back went up. Michael opened his mouth to tell Edsel off, but she beat him to the punch.

      “Pardon me!” She poured her fear into outrage, gripping Michael’s arm. She was on the verge of saying more but Michael placed a hand over hers to keep her quiet.

      “Miss Baldwin is a friend from back east,” Michael said. “So if you will excuse us.”

      Charlotte’s worry and ire snuffed in surprise at the lie. He was protecting her. He didn’t even know her and he was protecting her. No one ever tried to protect her. Her heart warmed at the thought.

      Michael moved to escort her around the cowboys.

      Edsel sniffed. He waited until she and Michael had stepped past them to say, “Didn’t think she was your type.”

      “Didn’t think any woman was yer type,” one of his goons guffawed.

      Michael stopped dead. He slowly turned to face the men. “What did you say?”

      The cowboys shared a laugh. Charlotte held her breath. The air cracked with tension.

      Edsel ignored Michael to rake Charlotte with a lewd grin. “Well, Miss Baldwin from back east, if you decide you want the company of a real man….” He sniffed again and hitched his belt up with an entirely different effect. “I got what you need.”

      Michael looked like was ready to deck the man. Again Charlotte’s temper got the better of her fear.

      “Mr. Edsel, I highly doubt you’ve got what a cow needs, let alone a woman.” She wrinkled her nose.

      Edsel’s face dropped, turning him from a threat to a moron.

      Charlotte snuck a sidelong glance at Michael. His eyebrows were halfway up his forehead and his tight lips twitched as if he would either laugh or sneeze. She couldn’t keep her own grin under control, try though she did. She gave up and winked.

      Michael coughed, then cleared his throat and schooled his expression back to neutrality. He nodded to Edsel and walked on, tossing, “If Mr. Talbert has real business to discuss with me, Edsel, then you can advise him that he knows where to find me.”

      Michael didn’t look back as they continued on and away from the odd confrontation so Charlotte didn’t look back either.

      “I can’t believe that man’s nerve,” she said. She couldn’t believe Michael’s nerve either. Edsel was bigger than him and had a gun.

      “He’s a buffoon.” Michael dismissed the incident.

      “You think he’d show a little respect.”

      Michael let out a short laugh. “His sort don’t know the meaning of the word.”

      “Does that happen frequently?”

      He didn’t reply. That was enough of an answer for her.

      “I’m sorry if he upset you,” Michael made his apologies as they continued up the street, stepping up onto the covered walkway made up of the porches of the shops and businesses.

      “I’ve seen worse than him,” she made light of the encounter.

      “Have you?” He glanced to her with genuine surprise.

      The past was the last thing she wanted to think about. She took a page out of his book and smiled but didn’t reply. His lips twitched again.

      They walked on. If she wasn’t mistaken he muttered, “Don’t even think about it,” to himself.

      She would have given anything to know what ‘it’ was. She’d run into men like Edsel all over the frontier. Fifteen minutes was enough to tell her she’d never met a man like Michael West in her life.

      They had fallen a few steps behind the bulk of the crowd making their way across town. Miss Helen and the majority of her girls were entering the front door of a large hotel. It was the tallest building in the small town, three whole stories. There was also a saloon across the street and a few doors down, but for whatever reason most of the mass of silly, flirty female were being taken by their new beaus to the hotel.

      “Charlie….” Michael slowed to a stop, eyeing the flow of traffic. “The hotel seems a bit crowded today. Would it be too forward of me to ask if you’d like to have lunch at my apartment?” He turned fully to her. “I live above the general store.”

      “I wouldn’t mind at all.” She was every bit as eager to avoid spending a second more with Miss Helen’s girls as he seemed to be.

      His smile returned and he continued forward, but only for a few yards. They were already walking along the porch that ran in front of his store. A few odds and ends, rakes, hoes, and other gardening implements, large bags of flour and rice, and a variety of baskets and hanging lanterns were tucked neatly around the store’s open front door. Small signs displaying prices for goods carried in the store hung in the windows.

      Michael escorted her inside. The interior was wide and spacious with shelves of wares of all sorts lining the walls. Tables with bolts of cloth and bins of vegetables along with barrels of everything from pickles to nails were set out in the center. Half a dozen customers browsed through the neat and orderly rows. Though small by city standards, Michael’s store was obviously prosperous.

      “Mr. West.” A matronly woman with a round, red face huffed as she squeezed herself out from behind the counter. “Are you back with the shipment from Denver? Angus McGee has been in here twice in the last hour looking for his special cigars.”

      “Angus McGee will have to wait until Oliver checks the shipment and brings it back from the station,” he told the woman. Without pause went on to say, “Nancy Deen, this is Miss Charlotte Baldwin.”

      Nancy Deen blinked and stared as though Michael had just introduced her to a giraffe.

      “How do you do?” Charlotte did her best to smile and shifted her carpetbag to her other hand to hold her right one out to the woman.

      Nancy continued to gape, staring from her to Michael, not sure who to gape at more. She finally closed her mouth with a snap and broke into a smile, taking Charlotte’s hand. “Well I never thought…. Lovely to meet you, Miss Baldwin.” She turned to grin at Michael as if he’d brought home a prize.

      “Miss Baldwin and I are going to have lunch upstairs.” Michael gave his employee a tight smile. “If you need anything feel free to interrupt.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Nancy mumbled as they walked past, through a doorway behind the counter and into a storeroom.

      “Don’t mind her,” Michael sighed. He led her through a row of shelves and around a corner to a tight staircase. He didn’t follow with any sort of explanation.

      Charlotte was left to draw her own conclusions. Her curiosity ran wild.

      She followed him up the stairs, trying to study him without attracting his notice. He wasn’t aggressively masculine, not like Edsel. He seemed fit and healthy, though a little on the short side, probably with thinner hair than he had once had, but altogether well-formed. He was more like the men she had known growing up on the Main Line than the pioneers and cowboys she’d run into so far on her journey. Or maybe it was just the glasses that had her thinking that way.

      No, she thought when he turned around at the top of the stairs to make sure she was still following, he definitely had an air of refinement and education around him. And yet here he was, a store proprietor in a wild west town.

      “The apartment isn’t much,” he explained, helping her up the last step into an unadorned hallway. “Not like what you’re used to, I’m sure. The kitchen is this way.”

      “How long have you lived here?” she asked, peeking into what looked like a library as they passed. They entered the large kitchen at the end of the hall.

      “The apartment? About five years. Cold Springs? Nearly eight.” He gestured for her to have a seat at the small table under a curtained window against the wall. She sat, resting her carpetbag at her feet. “I bought the business and the building from its previous owner, a Mr. Cartwright, five years ago as an investment.” He left her at the table to fetch a jug of milk from a small ice box and a pair of glasses from a cabinet beside a sink.

      “Where did you live before you came to Cold Springs?” she made conversation, looking around the kitchen. It had a modern sink, running water and all, and was wired for electricity. An incandescent bulb hung from the ceiling inside what looked to be an old-fashioned lamp. Very advanced for the frontier as far as she knew.

      Michael took his time answering. He crossed to the icebox and took out a dish covered with a towel. He set it on the table revealing a cold roast and potatoes. “I hope you don’t mind leftovers.”

      Her stomach rumbled as he revealed the food. “You’re not used to having guests, are you?” She asked.

      He gave a vague laugh and turned to take two plates from a shelf. “Not at all.” The plates he set on the table didn’t match. Neither did the silverware.

      “So why entertain me?”

      He poured her a glass of milk before answering. “Because I haven’t come across anyone else from Philly in eight years.”

      A thrill of discovery zipped through Charlotte. “You’re from Philadelphia too?” Michael nodded and took his seat. “Do you miss it?”

      His smile turned wistful. “I make it a point to never discuss my past.”

      “Oh, I see.” Charlotte’s pulse raced. He was holding back. She would have to find out what he missed so much. Loathe though she was to admit it, her step-father had made her a master of niggling secrets out of people. “You don’t discuss it with anyone?”

      “No.”

      “Not even your friends?”

      A vague grin turned up his mouth as he served her from the plate of leftovers. “I only have a few friends and they already know all they need to know about me.”

      “Thank you.” She took the plate he offered her but waited for him to serve himself before eating. “Frankly, I’m surprised you only have a few friends. You’re quite personable.”

      He set his plate in front of him and blinked up at her. “Now there’s something I haven’t been called in years.”

      “Really?”

      He winced. “When I first arrived in town there were a few…misunderstandings.”

      “Oh?” Her eyebrows shot up. “How intriguing. What misunderstandings?”

      He met her eyes and held them with probing intensity before taking a breath and answering, “Nothing half the population of Cold Springs wouldn’t be more than willing to gossip about behind my back.”

      How he could say that and then calmly start eating was beyond her. She bubbled with curiosity. Whatever story Michael had, and he clearly had a story, it managed to take her mind off her own troubles. She nudged her carpetbag with her foot to make sure it was still there and took a bite of cold roast. It wasn’t half bad.

      “Did you cook this?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t have time to cook. Most days I eat at the hotel.”

      “How very grand of you,” she said. “My step-father made us eat at the club all the time.”

      “It gets old,” he confessed. “And expensive. Dull though it makes me, I’d rather stay home.”

      “But without guests?”

      He paused, eyes meeting hers with that mischievous twinkle that thrilled her a little more each time she saw it. Then he changed the subject. “I’m a disaster in the kitchen.” He flashed her a sheepish grin.

      “Ah! The truth comes out at last.”

      He chuckled. The comfortable feeling between them gave her the sense that she’d known him for years. Something about him was familiar. It made her bold.

      “If you don’t like cooking and don’t have time for it, then why don’t you get married?”

      The slow, knowing way he glanced up at her made her fingers and toes tingle. “Why don’t I get married?” It was hard to tell whether he was teasing or asking her a genuine question.

      “I suppose it would take a lot of dimes,” she said, trying to be clever.

      A grin spread across his face with such mischievous warmth that she wondered if she should remind him she wasn’t one of Miss Helen’s girls.

      “You’re planning to settle in Cold Springs, aren’t you.”

      “Yes.” The fluttering in her gut expanded into her chest.

      “So you’ll need a job, won’t you. And a place to live.”

      Dear Lord, the idea was utterly preposterous, but there it was, staring her in the face along with Michael’s wicked smile. She’d been traveling with a pack of husband hunters for weeks. They’d come out west to marry men they’d never even seen in the hopes of having a better life. It should have been an obvious solution to her problems. But up until that moment she’d intended to get a job and make her own new life. She hadn’t met anyone who made her consider joining their life as seriously as she was considering it now, sitting across a kitchen table from the enigmatic Michael West.

      “Yes,” she answered as if the space between them hadn’t just rippled with possibility. “I will need all that and more.”

      He took a bite of his roast. “You know, as the town grows, the store grows, which means I am busier and busier. It’s one thing to hire help for the store, but hiring companionship is a different story altogether.” There was a hint of wistfulness in his voice.

      Charlotte’s mouth quivered. “I was under the impression that Montana had quite a bit of companionship for hire.”

      Michael gaped and choked on his food.

      She gasped and reached out to help him. “I’m sorry, I—”

      He shook his head, laughing. “I really did make a bad first impression if you would think—”

      “Oh no, you made a very good first impression,” she rushed to cover yet another flub.

      He shook his head. “In spite of Cold Springs’ abundance, Miss Baldwin, I am not in the habit of hiring company.”

      “And no suitable young lady has offered herself up for the position?” Her cheeks were hot with embarrassment. “I find that hard to believe.”

      He stared at her as if she was a jewel in a curiosity shop. “You wouldn’t if you knew the town and its gossip better.”

      Her heart and mind raced. One leap of faith and she could change her life. As long as she could keep her past in the past.

      “So I take it you would be looking for someone who could help run both a general store and a home.” She set her fork down and looked him in the eye.

      “Well,” he mirrored her gesture and set his own fork down, “only if she knew what she was doing.”

      “Someone with a college degree, perhaps, and a head for figures?”

      “Yes, precisely.”

      “Someone with a bit more sophistication than the locals? Who might be able to carry on a decent conversation over dinner or with clients even?”

      A grin spread across his lips and his shoulders relaxed. “That would be a decided advantage.”

      “Perhaps someone who wouldn’t ask too many questions about the past as long as not too many questions were asked in return?” Again she tapped her carpetbag with the toe of her boot to reassure herself it was still there.

      He smiled in earnest. “Yes, exactly.”

      She returned his smile and picked up her fork with an, “Oh,” and took another bite of her lunch.

      He was silent as he watched her eat, his eyes dancing with deep consideration. He was struggling with his thoughts, debating with himself. She didn’t blame him. It was one thing to toy with an idea as outrageous as marrying a stranger, no questions asked, but it was a whole different kettle of fish to actually commit to it.

      She let him consider, let him think it was his idea. For all she knew it was. He was the one who had invited her for lunch and he had mistaken her for one of Miss Helen’s girls. Miss Helen had insisted that her girls were brides not whores. It could have been the luckiest mistake of her life.

      “Miss Baldwin, will you marry me?”

      She glanced up to catch the puzzled, triumphant, expectant expression flushing his face. She could practically see his heart hammering in his chest at his gamble. Or maybe that was her own heart.

      “I…I think I will.” She forced herself to be cautious, as much as she didn’t want to be. “But would you mind giving me the afternoon to think about it?”

      “Not at all.” He nodded, once again the businessman considering a deal. “I’ll arrange for us to have supper at the hotel to talk more in depth. And I can reserve a room there for you if you’d like.”

      “That’s very thoughtful of you, Michael.”

      Impulsive or not, the facts were the facts. Life as Charlotte Baldwin was a disaster. Life as Charlie West would be a whole new world.
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      Lunch passed in a buzz of unspoken possibility. Michael started into a deeper explanation about his store’s place in the community but was interrupted when Oliver, the young man who worked for him along with Nancy Deen, returned from the station with a wagon full of supplies that needed to be put away.

      “I can stay and help if you’d like,” Charlotte offered as she walked with Michael down the narrow stairs to the storeroom.

      He paused at the bottom of the stairs, offering a hand to help her down the last few steps and considering. “Under normal circumstances I would say yes….”

      “But these are not normal circumstances,” she finished.

      His expression told her how big her understatement was. “No. They are not. The store is my responsibility and until I’ve had a chance to orient you I can’t ask you to do any work here.”

      “That sounds like a perfectly reasonable caveat.” Charlotte nodded. “Besides, I have a few errands I’d like to run myself.”

      “Anything I can help with?” he offered as they walked through the rows of half-empty shelves towards the back of the storage room.

      “Can you point me in the direction of a bank?”

      He arched an eyebrow. “Not planning to rob it, are you?”

      The urge to play the role of saucy minx was undeniable. “Maybe.” She couldn’t keep up the pretense, especially not when he arched an eyebrow as if she might be telling the truth. “I’m not.” She broke down into giggles. “The other way around, actually. I have a deposit to make.” She lifted her carpetbag a few inches in explanation.

      “I see.” He nodded as they headed to the large open door where young Oliver was unloading the wagon. “Depositing your haul from another robbery then?”

      Her lips twitched in a grin. “That’s it exactly.” If he only knew.

      He took her hand and helped her down the uneven wooden stairs to the back alley. It ran between the row of shops that fronted Main Street and the back yards of a line of houses that fronted the next street over. His grip was firm and his hand neither too rough nor too smooth. “The bank is the one with the clock on its front. I know the manager very well. When you go in ask to speak to Mr. Bell. Tell him you’re a close friend of mine and he’ll make sure you’re taken care of.”

      “Thanks, Michael.” She smiled and squeezed his hand before letting it go.

      The alley was almost as busy as the main street, but with housewives hanging laundry in their yards and children playing rather than town commerce. Charlotte received a few curious smiles and nods. She waved back, feeling entirely satisfied with her choices. She hugged her carpetbag.

      She sighed as she turned onto the side road that led back to Main Street where the bank was. Could she do it? Was she really mad enough to marry a stranger in a frontier town?

      Of course she could, she answered herself. Michael West presented her with the opportunity to start over with everything she wanted, a job, a home, and a purpose. It was more than her step-father had ever tempted her with.

      As Charlotte reached Main Street her glance fell on a man crossing towards the saloon. She gasped as her heart dropped to her stomach. It was him. Even with the distance she recognized his scruffy beard and stocky build. She clutched her carpetbag close and jumped back to press against the wall of the nearest shop. In an instant she was trembling from head to toe.

      What was he doing here? The man had failed to rob her in St. Louis, but the terror of those desperate minutes when she had fought him off in the dark still haunted her. He wouldn’t have followed her this far, would he? It wouldn’t be worth the effort. She didn’t have that much.

      Unless he was after more than the contents of their carpetbag.

      She gulped and took a breath before inching her way to peek around the corner.

      The man was gone. The few people who walked in the street appeared to be townspeople. Charlotte dropped her shoulders and let out a breath.

      She hadn’t imagined him, had she? Maybe? But no. She’d fought off the would-be robber in St. Louis. She was certain she’d seen the same man again in Denver. That was most definitely him just now.

      Someone was following her.

      When she was sure she was safe she dashed across the street. There was another reason to marry Michael. He’d protected her from that cowboy Edsel. Maybe he would protect her from whoever was pursuing her.

      She hugged her carpetbag closer, trying to shake off her worry. Yes, a new name and a new identity would keep anyone looking for her from finding her. It would bury the things she’d done forever.

      The Cold Springs bank was tiny compared to what Charlotte was used to. The front lobby was hardly bigger than the platform at the end of the train car. Charlotte wondered if it was designed that way to discourage would-be bank robbers. They would barely have enough room to draw a gun.

      “Can I help you?” the white-haired man behind the barred deposit window asked. He stared over his spectacles at her as he shuffled through a small stack of papers.

      “Yes, please.” She caught her breath and gave the old man her most polite and charming smile. “I’m interested in a safe deposit box. I was told to ask to speak to a Mr. Bell, to tell him I’m a friend of Mr. Michael West.”

      The old man’s bushy brows shot up. “A friend of Mr. West?” His brow lowered again and sank as though she was lying. “I’ll see if Mr. Bell is available.”

      He turned away from her. Charlotte was left to stand and watch as he shuffled away through the room visible behind the barred window. It contained a pair of desks, a new typing machine sitting on one of them, and a row of filing cabinets against the wall between tall, barred windows with a view of the other side of town.

      The old teller shuffled towards an open office door at the back of the room then stopped to say, “Mr. Bell, there’s a young woman here to see you. Wants to open a safe deposit box. Says she’s a friend of Mr. West.”

      “Really?” a tenor voice spoke from the office. The teller stepped back and a moment later a tall, well-dressed man with sandy-blonde hair appeared in the doorway. “A friend of Michael’s?”

      He strode across the room towards a small door separating the lobby from the rest of the bank. A lock clicked and Charlotte moved to be ready to shake the man’s hand when he came through.

      “Mr. Bell?” she asked, holding out a hand to him.

      “Yes.” He took her hand with a businesslike smile. “Phineas Bell. And you are?”

      “Charlie,” she told him, using her new name.

      “And you’re a friend of Michael’s?” Mr. Bell blinked.

      “I am.” She offered no more.

      “I didn’t think that Michael had any friends,” Phineas said, amused. “Well, aside from the few of us here.”

      Her bubbling curiosity returned, sending trickles of excitement down to her toes. “Michael told me you would be able to help me.” She would straighten out her business first and pepper Michael’s friend with questions later.

      “Absolutely. Right this way.”

      Phineas lead her back through the bank to his office. It wasn’t much bigger than the lobby. His desk took up most of the space along with a chair for clients and an electric lamp. A large vault door stood closed behind the desk and one barred window let in light from the early afternoon.

      “Please have a seat.” He gestured to the chair as he scooted around his desk. “What can I do for you today?”

      Charlotte held her carpetbag on her lap. There was something different about Phineas Bell. Not dangerous or suspicious, just odd. He was a nice, soft-spoken, intelligent man. He reminded her of someone.

      “I’d like to rent a safe deposit box,” she said. “As soon as possible, if you have one available.”

      “I’m sure we can find something to meet your needs.” He sat, gesturing expansively with his hands. His movements were fluid and graceful. “How much space will you need?”

      She hesitated. Bankers were sworn to secrecy, like doctors, weren’t they? Michael’s friend wouldn’t go around gossiping about what people put in their safe deposit boxes.

      She opened the clasp of her carpetbag, reaching inside and taking out a rectangular velvet-covered box. “I need something large enough to hold this.

      Phineas’ brow inched up at her treasure. “May I?” He gestured to the box.

      A wave of nervous uncertainty gripped her but she said, “Go right ahead.”

      He picked up the box and opened it. His eyes widened when he saw what it contained. Nestled on a silk cushion were a variety of jewels. Two diamond necklaces, a pearl choker, three brooches of pearl, diamond, and emerald, and three sets of pearl, diamond, and emerald earrings.

      “They were my mother’s,” she explained, face flushing, saying as little as she could get away with. “There were more once, but I’m afraid I’ve had to sell them to finance my trip west.”

      “They’re exquisite!”

      Phineas sighed his appreciation. His slender fingers traced over the filigree of one of the necklaces. The admiration in his eyes was deeper than that of a banker for an asset. He knew how beautiful they were. It filled her with confidence. And guilt.

      “I want to put them where they’ll be secure. I’ve been traveling alone, you see, and I was nearly robbed in St. Louis.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “There were a few other incidents.” She paused and shook away the fear creeping down her neck. “I’m here now, hopefully for good, and I’d like to keep these things in a bank.”

      “Of course.” Phineas closed the velvet lid. “And you say you’re a friend of Michael’s?”

      “Um, yes.” She winced at the hesitation in her voice.

      Phineas flashed her a curious look. Charlotte was sure he would ask questions. Instead he pushed away from his desk to stand and make his way over to the safe door.

      “The bank has the latest in security measures in place to protect our clients’ assets.”

      He bent to fiddle with the vault’s lock, clicking the dial back and forth before it settled with a tick and the handle turned.

      The thick, heavy door swung open to reveal a room lined with metal shelves and smaller safes. Phineas stepped inside, searched the shelves for a moment, then picked out a metal box and brought it back to the desk. The box bore a lock with a small key in it. He turned the key and lifted the lid.

      “We just got a shipment of these safe deposit boxes in from a firm in Chicago,” he said. “They’re quite popular with miners in the area, though none of them hold anything near as fine as your mother’s jewels.”

      Charlotte blushed at the compliment. “It’s perfect. Exactly what I’m looking for.” She picked up the velvet box, running her hand fondly over it, then set it inside the safe deposit box. Phineas closed the lid, turned the key, and handed it to her. “How much do I owe you for this?”

      “Rent for a box this size is a dollar a month.”

      Charlotte swallowed. It was a lot, all things considered, although not outrageous. She could pay, but once her own money ran out it was more than likely she would be spending Michael’s money. If she chose to go that way. If he would let her. Men were funny when it came to their money. At least her step-father was.

      “That’s fine.” She sent Phineas a smile.

      “It will only take a moment to fill out the paperwork.” He shifted to search for the proper forms in the file behind his desk.

      She watched him, the smile returning to her face, It was a relief to have the jewels out of her hands at last. If someone was chasing her he could try to rob the bank all he wanted.

      Her smile slipped as Phineas shifted his weight to one hip. His posture jogged her memory. Uncle Darius. That’s who he reminded her of. Her mother’s brother. Her mother’s bachelor brother. She’d always adored Uncle Darius. They had been inseparable and she had never understood why her step-father had yanked her away from him on several occasions. Until she understood too well.

      “Here we go.” Phineas found the right form and turned to sit at his desk again to fill it out. “It’s a simple contract. It spells out the terms and conditions of the safe deposit box rental. I’m sure you’ll find it all in order.”

      “I’m sure.” Her smile widened. Her eyes darted to Phineas’s hand. He didn’t wear a ring. Yes, she had strong suspicions that Michael’s friend was like her Uncle Darius.

      He picked up his pen and held it poised over the paper. “What name should I put on the contract?”

      She tried to think fast. “Charlie West.”

      Phineas’s glance snapped up to hers. He blinked, lips twitching with questions. She expected them all to come pouring out and she braced herself to make up answers. Instead Phineas wrote “Charlie West” in perfect handwriting on the contract.

      “Your place of residence?” His voice was tighter. She wasn’t sure, but she thought he was fighting a grin. Or a grimace.

      She took a deep breath and forced herself to be every bit as calm on the outside as Michael had been earlier when they were facing down the bully cowboy Edsel. “What’s the address of the General Store?”

      The briefest wisp of a hum snuck out through Phineas’s trembling lips and he wrote as he spoke, “15 Main Street, Cold Springs, Montana.” He finished writing, shaking his head in either disbelief or to keep himself from saying more than was professional. He set the pen down so that she could pick it up and turned the contract to her. “Take your time reading it and then sign here Miss…Mrs. …?”

      “You can call me Charlie.” She sent him a sly smile in return and picked up the pen.

      “I knew Michael had a sister, but we’ve never met. I was under
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