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What’s in a name

The Civil War may have come to an end, but the destruction that lay in its wake was still very real.

Abigail Houghton hasn’t been back to her family estate for nearly eight years. Having defied her father’s wishes to marry, he had all but written her off. And with news of her ailing mother, she had no choice but to return. With no love lost, she tries to pick up the pieces and make something of a life she had very few fond memories of. 

When a handsome stranger comes to her rescue, she couldn’t even begin to comprehend just how much her life would change.

Wyatt Spencer had one goal – claim the Houghton land and avenge his father’s death. But when a strange woman arrives at the Houghton Estate, his plans are railroaded.  The last thing he expected was to fall for the daughter of the man who murdered his father, but she was nothing like him, not even close.

Would the feud between their families allow their love to blossom?

Chapter 1

Abigail Houghton clutched her reticule as she stood in front of her childhood home. The roof sagged, and the windows were encrusted with dirt, some broken. It’s been eight years since she’d last been here. She was only fourteen when her father had sent her away to live with her aunt and attend a finishing school in Boston. It was his wish for her to grow up into a refined, well-to-do woman, but it was all a facade. He wanted her to marry into a wealthy family, in order to prevent their financial ruin. Of course, she never married. How could she if she hadn’t any love for the man she was to spend the rest of her life with? But her selfish choices had led to the downfall of her father’s fortunes, and having lost everything, including his mind, her actions weighed heavily upon her shoulders. 

She never once imagined she would be back here. The once glamorous Houghton Estate, now nothing but an empty shell of wood and stone. 

“Miss Abigail,” called a soft voice from across the field. 

From afar, she recognized Maria immediately and as her old childhood friend came running towards her, her heart swelled.  Maria’s mother had been a housekeeper when she was just a child, and during that time, they had become best friends, although it had been against her father’s wishes.  Having sided with the confederates, her father was pro slavery, but even the Civil War, couldn’t keep them apart. 

“Maria!” she smiled, surprised to see her. “I never thought I’d see you again!”

Out of breath, Maria stopped her smile as bright as ever. “Where else would I be Miss? Someone has to look after Mrs. Houghton; she is getting on in years now and she’s ailing.”

“That is what happens when you ship your only child off to marry some stranger. Where is my father?”  

When her father made the announcement of her betrothal to Gerald, her mother never batted an eyelash, nor shed a tear.  And the day the stagecoach pulled up to the house, her mother wasn’t even there to say goodbye. Now years later, on her death bed, with her father burying his soul at the bottom of a bottle, she had no choice but to return home.

“Your mother is sleeping, and your father has locked himself in the study,” Maria whispered, “He’s not doing well.”

She swallowed at the lump in her throat, refusing to let her emotions get the better of her, she shrugged. “Will I be staying in my old room?”

“Yes miss, I’ve put on fresh linen for you, and dinner should be done soon.”

“That sound’s lovely, I hope Della made my favorite stew,” she smiled.

Maria picked up her coffer and shook her head laughing, “Della’s long gone miss. She left when the others left.  Master Houghton couldn’t afford to pay them no more.”

Surprised, Abigail looked at Maria, “You mean to say it’s only you that is left?”

“Someone had to stay behind and help,” Maria sighed. “Master Houghton is in no fair state to look after the Missus.”

“How is my father?” she dared to ask.

Maria shook her head, “He’s lost his mind. The drink has poisoned his soul.”

Abigail had to force one foot in front of the other as she made her way up the foot path to the front door. No wonder the house was in such a ruin, there was no one to maintain it. And poor Maria had been stuck here all alone, caring for a sick woman and a drunkard.

As she entered the house the savory aroma of cooked food wafted through the air and her stomach rumbled. She had been so caught up in her own thoughts and worrying about her homecoming, she hadn’t realized just how hungry she was.  

“You go on and wash up Miss, I’ll set the table,” said Maria when she returned, “I’ve put your luggage in your room and there is some warm water too.”

“Thank you Maria.”

Although, on the outside, the house were worn and tattered, the interior looked like it had been taken care of to some extent and everything was still as she remembered.  It was like stepping into a time capsule.  The burgundy and gold-colored curtains hung in front of each of the windows, and the cream flowered wallpaper, although faded, still clung to the walls. Even the furniture still stood exactly as she remembered.  She stopped at the bottom of the staircase, clutching the banister; she rested one foot on the first step. Her parent’s bedroom was at the top of the stairs. She would want for nothing more than to wash up and dress in something more comfortable, than this dusty dress, but bringing herself to face her mother was a challenge. 

“The Missus is sleeping, go on,” urged Maria.

A knot formed in the pit of her stomach and she wavered, then slowly ascended to the top of the staircase. Even the house smelled exactly as she remembered—oak and pine. She paused in front of the closed bedroom door, a war waging in her soul.  She contemplated going inside, but instead, she closed her eyes, turned and walked to her own room.  Her mother was asleep; there was no need to wake her now.

~&~

Wyatt Spencer sat on his horse upon the hill, curiously looking down at the house nestled in the valley.  He steered his horse forward, guiding it down the embankment, careful not to draw attention. He needed to get a closer look at the visitors, and when a well-dressed woman exited the stage coach, he became even more curious. Who was this woman, and what business did she have at the Houghton Estate? 

It’s been almost a year since the Houghton’s had any visitors, and with William Houghton a drunkard and his wife on her death bed, he had made several offers to buy the ranch, only to be met with refusal. But Wyatt was patient, it would only be a matter of time before Mrs. Houghton passed away and once she is gone, William would have nothing else to live for.

The feud between their families had started during the Civil War when William Houghton sided with the Confederates, something the Spencer’s were opposed to. And when the war broke out, and William joined the Bushwhackers, a group of rebel confederates determined to snuff out slaves in hiding; it was his father who stood against him, to his own detriment. It had been at the end of Williams’ gun, that his father lost his life. He was twenty-two at the time, and it was around that same time, when the Union called upon him to join their ranks, leaving him with no choice but to leave his mother and siblings behind.

He had spent two years fighting for the cause of freedom, only to return and find that entire family had been killed during an invasion by Confederate forces.  He took years to come to terms with his loss and rebuild his home. Grief-stricken and fueled by vengeance, he had vowed on his father’s grave, that he would claim the Houghton’s land upon which the blood of slaves had been shed.

Chapter 2

“Maria!” called Abigail, early the next morning. “I need to go to town.”

“I can go along,” Maria suggested.

“No, you stay here, I’m sure you can find something to keep yourself busy with,” she smiled, “Besides, I was thinking of going to the Parish to see the minister.” 

“Aright Miss, I’ll get the wagon ready.”

“Not to worry, I’ll go on horseback, why don’t you bake us some of that delicious bread you baked yesterday?”

Maria’s smile widened and Abigail nodded, “You should think of selling it at the market.”

“Oh no, I couldn’t Miss.”

“Maria, please call me Abigail,” she smiled and grasped Maria’s hands, “We’ve been friends for years. Anyway, just imagine what you could do with your earnings, you shouldn’t feel obligated to stay here, I can take care of Mama.”

Maria’s eyes brimmed with tears, “I have nowhere else to go.” 

Abigail swallowed against the lump in her throat. Despite the harsh conditions in which Maria was raised before the Union won the war, Maria never left her side. And to find her here after all these years, was a shock. 

She never understood how people could consider themselves more superior to others. And when President Johnson finally proclaimed the end of the war, and the Confederates laid down their weapons, Abigail had been the first to celebrate, regardless of the fact that her family had sided with the Confederates.

She pulled on her riding gloves and fixed her top hat. “I’ll be back before noon.”

“ABIGAIL!” bellowed an old familiar voice just as she reached the door.

She steeled herself and turned to where the strident voice of her father came. The hairs on her neck stood on end, and she cringed as she approached the study door.  Her father was slumped on an arm chair, with a collection of empty bottles strewn around him and one on his lap.

“Have you no manners child?” he slurred.

“Hello father,” she chocked on the words. 

“Cm-ere,” he ordered.

She remained in the doorway and squared her shoulders, “I’m going to town to get food.” 

“Oi girl!” he boomed, and tried to stand up, but stumbled forward and fell to the ground. “You’re under my roof now!”

Abigail’s heart felt like a stone when it came to her farther. Giving him a deadpan look, she stepped back, “You mean what’s left of it,” she sneered. Her father stumbled and toppled over on to the rickety sofa, unable to stand on his own two feet.  She looked down at him, disgust bitter in her mouth, and then simply turned and left.

It had taken her years to finally stand up for herself, she may be under his roof, but she was a grown woman now, and William Houghton would never run her life again. 

It was still early but already it was blazing hot and Cicadas were screeching in the dry summer heat. And being dressed in her riding habit, a long navy skirt, tailored chemisette and matching jacket, with a top hat and a veil, didn’t help either. She had sorely misjudged the distance to town and contemplated turning back when her horse suddenly stopped and swayed precariously.  

“Woah Lucky, easy girl!” she cautioned her horse but Lucky trampled unsteadily on the spot. Something was wrong and without a second to spare she dismounted just as the animal sunk to its knees in the middle of the road. 

“Lucky,” she whispered, “Come-one, get up!” she urged, “We’re close to home.”

The horse snorted and shook his head before his entire rump sunk to the ground. She knew instinctively that Lucky would not get up, but she had to try. Walking around to the horse’s side, she patted its neck, and whispered, “Come-on, you can do it, we’ll get you home and you can rest.”

Her horse rolled on to its side, and his breath came out in rapid short gusts. Abigail swallowed her tears, the poor animal was suffering. She should have known Lucky was too old to carry her all the way to town, and now she would be responsible for his death.

Stranded in the middle of nowhere, she sunk to her knees and rested her forehead against Lucky’s cheek.  She couldn’t leave him here to die alone, but as seconds turned to minutes and minutes to hours, she grew more concerned. In the distance, thick dark clouds were rolling in and lightning forked silently to the ground.

She pushed herself to her feet, “I’m so sorry Lucky,” she whispered and guilt-ridden, she turned and started down the road, homewards.  She had only walked a few feet, when her conscience beseeched her, and she spun around to go back to the lame animal. Maybe if she could find shelter from the storm for a while, she could still be with him when he dies, she thought. Determined she turned back, but just then the thundering sound of hooves drew her attention. 

Up ahead, a cloud of dust swirled into the air, and a man on horseback came galloping towards her.  Relief washed over her, and she flung her hands in the air, “Help!” 

The rider slowed until he came to a stop. 

“Ma’am,” he nodded, while his horse traipsed back and forth in one spot, “I see you have a lame horse on your hands.”

She shielded the light from her eyes and looked up at the man who’s face she couldn’t see under the shadow of his hat. “Well, I was on my way to town and I didn’t want to leave him here alone.”

“There’s a storm rolling in,” he said, “How far is your home?”

Her heart set off on its own gallop at the sound of his deep timber voice, and although his face was obscured by darkness, there was no denying that he was as handsome as his voice.

“Well I was about to walk back home when you came along. You’re an answer to my prayer mister...”

With ease, the man dismounted and with his back against her, she couldn’t bring herself to look away. His broad shoulders, even under his coat, were a display of sheer masculinity. And when he turned around, and removed his hat, her heart jolted in her chest.  Eyes grey as the color of a treacherous ocean that held secrets deep below its surface studied her, and his thick brows drew together. Although he wasn’t anything extraordinary, she somehow felt drawn to his mysterious rugged features. It was only when he cleared his throat she realized she was staring openly at the stranger and she flushed, awkwardly averting his gaze.

Although amused by the woman’s reaction, he thought it chivalrous to save her from embarrassment and pretended not to have noticed her blatant stare.  But if he had to admit it, she had also caught him off guard. It wasn’t every day that a woman of such beauty and esteem rode alone in these parts.  He cringed to think what could happen to her if she ran into the Wild Bunch outlaws.

“You are unaccompanied?” he queried.

“Yes, I was merely going to town for some supplies and a visit to the Parish,” she murmured, “I didn’t expect Lucky to get worn out like this.”

He couldn’t help but chuckle, “It appears Lucky has run out of luck, your horse is suffering,” he said before turning to his horse.  As cruel as it was, this would be a welcome distraction from this woman’s graceful presence, and the animal had to be put out of its misery. He pulled the rifle from the saddle, and with the barrel pointing to the ground, he said, “I suggest you turn away Ma’am, this is not something you would wish to witness.”

The look of shock and trepidation fell over her face like a curtain as she stared at him, her already ivory pale skin, turning even lighter as the color drained from her face. “What on earth do you think you’re doing?!” she sputtered. 

Amused by her reaction he raised the rifle and tipped it on to his shoulder. “I’m putting the animal out of its misery,” he stated blankly. “Once it’s down, it won’t get up again.” He angled his rifle forward and aimed it at the horse’s head. 

“No!” she shouted and threw herself as a shield between his gun and her horse. 

His patience was wearing thin, the wind had picked up and scattered drops of rain had spat to the ground.  As breathtakingly beautiful as she was, she was far from smart. 

“Ma’am, I suggest you step aside so I can conclude this business and get you home,” he glanced towards the horizon and then back at her. “The storm is rolling in fast; soon we would both be caught in the downpour...”

Her chin rose in defiance as she met his pinning gaze with her own, her hazel eyes like daggers, penetrated his soul. She stood her ground, determined and foolish to save the lame horse. He had run into stubborn women before, but this was beyond stubborn and he wouldn’t waste a moment longer debating the fate of this animal, or their precarious position in the approaching storm.

“Fine then, we shall leave the horse...” 

“Lucky...” she interrupted.

“... The horse,” he repeated, “We can’t stay here, I will take you back to wherever it is you came from, and by morning you can come and bury what’s left of the animal.” He took a step, towering over her and ground out, “But I can reassure you, by the time the storm has passed, and night has fallen, coyotes would be all over your horse, and while it tries to catch its breath and cling to life, they will tear him apart.”

He cursed himself when her bottom lip trembled and tears sprung to her eyes, but he had only spoken the truth.  The woman hesitantly turned and knelt beside her horse, her whispers too soft for him to make out a word. Overcome with sympathy and guilt, he went to kneel beside her. 

“Will it hurt?” she whispered.

“No it will be swift.”

With a heavy sigh she rose from the ground, walked a few feet away and covered her ears.

Abigail couldn’t bear it, but even with her ears covered and her eyes pinched closed, the loud bang that echoed in the clearing made her jump and sent birds scattering in all directions. Refusing to turn around she cupped her face in her hands and stifled a sob.  

“I’m sorry,” the man whispered behind her.

Impulsively she spun around and flung herself into the stranger’s arms, but the moment she felt the strength of his arms embracing her, she froze and quickly broke free. 

“I-I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to...”

“No need to apologize,” he interrupted and strode past her to his horse.

Irked more by her own behavior, she turned to the dead horse. “We should burry him.”

“Pardon me?” 

She turned to the man, his expression one of surprise and amusement. “Yes, we can’t just leave him here, it’s cruel,” she stated.

“You’re not from around here, are you?” he asked with a lopsided smile. “We don’t burry horses; nature will take care of it.”

Rattled by his words she gasped, “We will leave him here then?”

“Yes,” he simply said and then walked back to his horse, “Come on, you don’t want to get caught in the rain and ruin your dress.”

Hesitantly, Abigail walked over to him, her confidence waning slightly. She eyed him with suspicion, what if her horse was merely resting, and he was an outlaw seeking out lonely innocent women to rob or worse...? A million thoughts raced through her head all at once, and her heart beat so hard and fast, it felt as if it was punching the air from her lungs. But before she could open her mouth to decline his offer, he locked his hands around her waist and unceremoniously lifted her on to the horse.

“We don’t have all day,” he muttered as he jumped up on the horse behind her, wrapping one arm around her waist and grabbing the reins with the other. 

Panic consumed her, and she moved to twist out of his grip, but he held her fast and leaned in, “You have no reason to fear me,” he whispered so close, she could feel the heat of his breath move the fine hairs in the nape of her neck.  “Will you tell me where I need to take you, or shall I guess?”

Her heart beat for reasons other than fear and panic this time, she whimpered, “H-Houghton Estate.”

“Houghton?” he cautioned as the blood in his veins turned to liquid led.

“Yes, it’s further down...”

“I know where it is,” he clipped and then tugged at the reins and kicked the horse into motion. 

Chapter 3

Abigail Houghton - that name, her name. Why did he not know the Houghton’s had a daughter?  

Not only did her mere presence ruin his chances at taking ownership of the ranch, the woman was also haunting his dreams, day in and day out.  As much as he tried to deny it, he was inexplicably drawn to her, unlike any other woman he had met in the past.  

He slammed his glass down on the bar counter, and the barman topped it up, “Did you know the Houghton’s have a daughter?” he asked Mitch, the barman, a round short man with a thick mustache and a bald head.

“Had,” the barman mumbled, “apparently, William sent her away to marry, and she refused. Talk has it she ended up on the streets. Who knows what or where she is now why do you ask?”

His brows drew together as he looked into the swirling amber liquid. “She’s back at the ranch.”

The barman froze and his brows shot up, “You sure?”

“I put her horse out of its misery and rode her home, of course I’m sure,” Wyatt barked and planted the untouched glass of whiskey on the counter, causing some liquid to splash onto his hand.

His mind warred against his heart. From the moment he saw her kneeled on the ground next to her horse, he was mesmerized by her, not only by her beauty but also by her courage and innocence.  She wasn’t afraid to ride into town unaccompanied, nor was she afraid to challenge him when he suggested putting down her horse. Yet, after he had pulled the trigger, and she flung herself into his arms, she was nothing but an innocent naïve woman, caught up in a cruel reality. 

“To hell with it,” he muttered, and got up. Maybe he was getting ahead of himself. She may be a Houghton, but that did not mean she was here to stay. It was time he got to know her better and find out what her intentions were with the ranch. 

Abigail had spent two days weeding her mother’s flower beds and much to her surprise, and despite the hot Montana summer; she was coming to enjoy working in the garden.  She may not have much need for the rest of the ranch just yet, but if she could plant roses and sell them at the market, she could earn a good income. At least then, she could pay Maria her well-deserved wage and have enough to spare and maintain the house. 

Keeping herself busy, also kept her from constantly thinking of the handsome stranger who came to her rescue.  Still much of a mystery, she didn’t even know his name. Undoubtedly so, she may have been rather cantankerous in her behavior at the time, and the last thing on her mind had been to meet his acquaintance. 

The sound of hooves clattering on the ground drew closer, and Abigail got up to dust her dress. She wasn’t expecting any visitors and Maria had walked to town to get supplies. Curious to see who it was, she hurried around to the front of the house.  As she rounded the house, she stopped dead in her tracks.

“Good day to you Miss Houghton. Lovely day isn’t it?”

Speechless, she gaped at him, coherent thoughts disappearing like fog at the breaking of the dawn at his wide smile. 

“Well then,” he started and cleared his throat, “I just thought, since I’m indirectly the reason you have no ho...”

“It is,” she blurted, “A nice day that is.”  Feeling like an utter birdbrain she continued, “I wasn’t expecting any visitors.” Self-consciously she touched her hand to her hair and flushed. She was an absolute mess.  She glanced over at the two horses, tied to the fence and then drew her gaze back to his. “Where is your companion?” she asked with masked curiosity.  

His eyes roved over her face, and a smile spread across his lips. “It’s just me, and a peace offering,” he murmured and gestured towards the two horses. “Since I am responsible for your current predicament, I figured you could use a new horse. Her name is Luna.”

Touched by his kind gesture, yet puzzled as to why a stranger would go to such lengths, she tilted her head and studied him, “Lucky was old, it wasn’t your fault.” A smile tugged at her mouth as pulled off her gardening gloves and moved closer to the horses. 

Luna was magnificent, pale like the moon with light grey patches on her rump. Abigail walked up to the horse and gently patted its neck. “She is beautiful. How much do I owe you?” she asked.

“Owe me?” he asked as he came to stand beside her. “Oh no, she’s yours, I expect no payment.”

Abigail felt his towering presence next to her and turned to look up at him. “I insist. I can’t possibly expect such lavish gifts from a complete stranger.”

“Well we can remedy that Miss Houghton, or can I call you Abigail?” he smirked, and unexpectedly extended his hand to hers, palm facing up.

Her heart fluttered in her chest and she regarded his hand, hesitantly she placed her hand in his and his strong fingers wrapped around hers. 

“Wyatt, at your service,” he smiled. “There, now we have been properly introduced.” 

Laughter bubbled from her chest, and she withdrew her hand. “I assume you have a last name Wyatt? And since you know where I live, I deem it only fair; I should know where you are from.”

His mouth twitched, and he looked away from her across the field and then slowly returned his gaze to hers, “Why don’t we go for a ride, see if you and Luna get along?”

Abigail nibbled her bottom lip. Why had Wyatt’s expression closed up so suddenly? Could it be he was embarrassed by his name, or his home?  He didn’t come across as a riff raff, and someone who so willingly offers a horse as a gift has obviously not fallen upon hard times. He was still as much a stranger as he was the first day she met him, but at least she knew his name.

“I will have to change into my riding habit,” she finally said.

“No need, we won’t be going far, and Luna wouldn’t care what you wear.”

She rolled her eyes, and stuck her nose in the air, “I will not get on a horse with a day dress, it's indecent!” she protested.

“My dear, I can assure you,” he smirked, “Unless you’re getting on a horse in your undergarments, you are far from indecent, now let us not waste any more time.”

Her mouth fell open and her eyes widened, “Now that would just be absurd.”

“So then, why are we still standing here?” He held out his hand and waited.

Abigail hesitated. Ever since a child, she was taught the proper ways of being a lady, but deep down she had always wondered what it would feel like to be free. Free of rules, free of social etiquette and free of having to do things by the book.  Wyatt was right, she was still appropriately dressed and besides, it would only be the two of them.  The thought of being alone with him sent her pulse racing and caused a flurry of butterflies to flutter around in her stomach.  She inhaled sharply and pressed her hand against her stomach. 

“As long as we don’t stay out too long, I’m expecting Maria home any moment, and I don’t want to leave my mother alone for too long.”

“Cross my heart,” he grinned. 

She stepped up to the horse, and just like the first time his big strong hands encircled her waist and he lifted her onto the horse. Only this time, his hands lingered and his eyes flashed with something she wouldn’t dare guess. But when he finally let go of her to mount his own horse, she could still feel the warmth of his hands penetrating the layers of clothes and burn right into her skin. 

They rode in silence for a while; Wyatt knew he was in serious trouble. He had come to the Houghton Estate with one goal in mind, and that was to test the waters, win Abigail’s trust and eventually take what is rightfully his. He owed it to his family. But he couldn’t shake this feeling. He’d known her for such a short time; yet, it felt as if he’d known her for a lifetime. 

“So do you have a last name?” Abigail’s voice penetrated his thoughts.

“Why are you so determined to know my last name?” he asked.

She pulled on the reins and drew her horse to a halt. “Why is it so hard for you to tell me?” 

“It isn’t, I just don’t see the need,” he muttered, and turned to face her.

“Well I want to know. You know where I live, you know my last name, yet, you refuse. A man with secrets such as yours, have only two reasons to hide his identity,” she said blankly.

Wyatt’s brows shot up and he regarded her with amusement, “Is that so?” 

Her eyes bore into his showing not an ounce of fear. “He’s either ashamed of whom he is, or he’s an outlaw. So which are you?”

Her words hung in the air, and Wyatt leaned forward on his horse, resting his elbow on the saddle. “Fair enough, you have a point, but I think an outlaw wouldn’t be going on romantic rendezvous with a beautiful woman without laying a hand on her.” 

Her mouth fell open and her cheeks turned beet red, but she didn’t look away. She met his gaze sternly. “I beg your pardon?” she gasped. 

Keeping his eyes pinned on her, he shrugged nonchalantly. “I only speak the truth, if I was anything but a gentleman, you wouldn’t be riding that horse right now.”

Her expression turned to shock as her eyes widened, “Wyatt... whatever your last name is, you are rude and—and...” She slid down the horse and landed on the ground with a thud then glared at him. “I wouldn’t take a gift from you, if my life depended on it!” she snapped, and then spun around and stormed away from him.

Wyatt scowled under his breath and dismounted his horse. Quickly tying both horses to a nearby tree he hurried after her.  He had provoked her to retaliate, and she had all the reason to be mad at him. 

“Abigail, wait...” he said as he caught up to her. “I apologize...”

“Go away Wyatt,” she muttered, without slowing down. Trudging over the uneven terrain with her dress gathered in her hands, she was determined to walk home.

“Spencer,” he blurted, “My last name is Spencer.”

That made her stop and Wyatt held his breath. She lowered her arms to her sides and slowly turned to face him and her eyes searched his. “Gregory Spencer,” she breathed.

He nodded, “He was my father.”

She paled, and her hand flew to her mouth, “The Bushwhackers, they killed your...” 

“William Houghton killed my father,” he corrected, finishing her sentence.

The words hung like a stormy cloud of uncertainty between them, and Abigail’s lower lip trembled. He couldn’t quite make out if she was scared or sad, but his own emotions were at war. The urge to reach out and pull her into his arms was strong, but his pride beseeched him. She was a Jaywalker, just like her family. 

“I... I don’t know what to say,” she whispered, averting his gaze.

Wyatt felt his heart squeeze in his chest. He had set his mind on bringing down the Houghton name, but it was easier said than done. Conflicted by his loyalty to his family name, and his feelings towards this woman, who he’d only just met, he couldn’t bring himself to hate her. But he also couldn’t ignore reality, fact is, they would always be rivals.  The best thing for him to do right now was to stop whatever this was and walk away. 

“There is nothing to say, you’re a Jaywalker, like the rest of your family.” 

She jerked her head up and her eyes shimmered with tears. “I am not a Jaywalker,” she said through clenched teeth. “What my father did and believed was his choice.”

Gritting his teeth, he stalked forward, until he was mere inches away from her, so close he could see the tiny flecks of gold and brown in her hazel eyes. “His blood run in your veins,” he breathed. 

“And your father’s blood in yours, but I get to choose my path, and so do you,” she uttered with sure conviction in her tone, and defiance sparkling in her eyes.

They stared at each other, enveloped by a silent argument, as their glances battled with each other. 

Impulsively and against his better judgement he closed the distance between them, grabbed her by her shoulders and pressed his lips against hers with hard determination. His lips lingered for a moment, until Abigail pulled away, her eyes darting from side to side like a frantic deer looking for a way to escape.

“This will never work,” she breathed.

Wyatt bent his head down and rested his forehead against hers. She was right. With a heavy sigh, he released her and turned towards the horses, “Luna is yours,” he murmured and walked over to where they were tied to the tree. “Take her home with you.”

“I will pay you for the horse,” she said as he handed her the reins.

He should decline her offer, but instead, he nodded. “Whatever you feel she is worth.”

Chapter 4

The unease that fell upon Abigail as she waited by her mother’s bedside increased as the days passed. Every day her mother grew weaker, slowly slipping away.  But even as death was looming at her mother’s side, she couldn’t bring herself to grieve.  From as far back as she could remember, there was never much love lost between them. Even if she was the only daughter, she was nothing but a nuisance. Her mother never cared for her while her father saw her only as a currency for marriage and prosperity. Oh how she must have disappointed them when she refused Gerald’s marriage proposal.

With her forehead pressed against the windowpane she closed her eyes and gently touched her lips with her fingertips.  No man had ever kissed her the way Wyatt had, and she yearned for him, even though their families were rivals. His kiss revealed the same, passion and anger, two opposites colliding in an unforgiving storm of war and peace.  The war may have ended, but the destruction it had left in its wake was a grim reminder that there would always be some sort of segregation.

She turned and looked at her mother, frail and broken, nothing but a skeleton of the woman she once was. Her cheeks sunken in and her eyes hollow. 

“Why do you hold on to this life?” she whispered, knowing she won’t get any response. 

Overcome with empathy, she walked over to her mother’s bedside and gently rested her hand upon her cheek. She had no resentment towards the woman who gave her life, but she felt a sense of sadness over the fact she could never call her mother, and mean it. Annabelle Houghton was nothing but a self-righteous wife who used the Word of God to justify her obedience to her husband and at the same time neglect her only daughter. 

She bent down and pressed her lips against her mother’s forehead, and whispered, “I forgive you,” and walked out of the room, closing the door behind her.

Abigail couldn’t sleep. Instead she found solace outside in the cool evening air, away from the stale smell of alcohol and death. And in the dim glow of the lantern, she sat with The Scarlet Letter upon her lap. She had read the book several times, but each time she opened those pages, she lost herself in it all over again.

A rustle in the brush near the house startled her, and she slammed the book shut. 

“Who goes there?” she demanded and rose from the bench.
With the stars being the only sparkles of light in the sky, the night was as black as tar, and seeing beyond the glow of the lamp was impossible.  Nervously she clutched the book against her chest. Too afraid to turn her back on the night, she side stepped towards the door. Maria had already turned in for the
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