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      I had been sixteen the last time I had ridden in a stagecoach. Either my memory was faulty or stagecoaches had gotten much bumpier sometime during the last five years.

      One of the wheels hit a bump and I nearly slid into the man sitting next to me. Wouldn’t be the first time.

      How he managed to sit tall and ramrod straight during this bumpy ride was beyond me. A reticent, formal man, he hadn’t said a word to me since he’d joined us on the stage at our last stop nearly two hours ago. The man did not even answer direct questions. The most reaction I had seen from him was a lift of his narrow brows.

      A banker, I decided, basing my opinion on his dark suit and matching boiler hat. He would have gone unnoticed back East in one of the cities, but out here in west Texas, he stood out like a sore thumb.

      In the week since we had left Memphis, heading toward Tucson, Arizona, I had become accustomed to seeing cowboys wearing long dusters and bandanas to keep the grit out of their lungs. Most of the cowboys didn’t bother to shave and I hadn’t seen one yet who couldn’t use a haircut.

      In contrast to Mr. Silent Banker, the heavy-set woman, Mrs. Flora something or other, sitting across from me took up the slack for keeping up a running monologue of absolutely nothing.

      “Have you ever seen a cactus shaped like that?” she asked. “I’ve seen drawings, but I didn’t think they were real. They look like a man standing there with his arms up.”

      “A deformed man,” I said. Most men did not have one arm several feet higher than the other.

      “Yes,” Flora said, brightly. “Exactly.”

      I hadn’t really meant to encourage her, but sometimes I couldn’t resist. Besides, carrying on an inane conversation while miserable was better than sitting in silence in misery.

      “Look how the sun is starting to set. Have you ever seen the sun so bright?”

      I shook my head. During the two days I’d ridden with Flora, I had determined that it was best to just agree with her and let her go on.

      I’d also learned that if I pretended to nap, she would sit in silence.

      Unfortunately, it was impossible to pretend to sleep while sliding along the seat, right into Mr. Silent Banker.

      They both had handles to hold onto. Somehow I had taken the one seat that had no handle. I held onto my seat as best I could, but my wide, long skirts make that difficult.

      “How much longer before our next stop?” Flora asked.

      “I hope it isn’t much longer,” I said.

      “I certainly hope it’s soon,” she said. “I know it’s only been two hours, but with all this bouncing up and down…”

      “If we stop, we’ll be that much longer getting there,” Mr. Silent Banker said.

      Flora and I both stared at him in something akin to shock.

      He’d been listening in silence to everything Flora had been saying for two hours and now he decides to say something.

      I agreed with him completely. I also knew that Flora needed to use the privy. She needed to stop every two hours. Three hours was a stretch for her. She wouldn’t say it outright in front of Mr. Previously Silent Banker, but she didn’t have to.

      With Flora thrown into a stunned silence, I turned and moved the shade aside to look out my window.

      The land that never ended was dotted with those deformed cacti and tumbleweeds that made the whole landscape look desolate and depressing. It was bad enough to be able to see all the way to the horizon without a single familiar looking tree, but there was nothing. Just nothing. No houses. No fences. No people.

      As I looked out toward the endless horizon, waves of heat rising and falling like waves in the ocean, I wondered if perhaps I had made a bad decision.

      I had spent the last year in Memphis, working as a waitress at a café, saving every dime I could. Even though it had been tempting to buy myself a nice, fashionable dress with some of my earnings, I had refrained. Instead wearing the ones Daphne gave me. It was convenient that she and I were practically the same size. We had even been mistaken for sisters.

      My friend and former employer, Daphne, had urged me to go with her to Boston.

      But I didn’t want to spend my best years watching Daphne starting a new life with her new husband.

      I loved Daphne like a little sister, but if I had gone with them, I would still be helping her get dressed and doing her hair.

      Not that I minded doing it, but there were times when I wanted to be the one wearing the pretty dress.

      Honest work. Work I enjoyed.

      But I knew I would spend my days helping her live her life while my own passed me by.

      So I had made the decision to go my own way. The opposite way.

      I was on my way to Arizona.

      They said Spring was the best time to head west. I listened and I learned. Some of the customers who came into the café had been west and knew what they were talking about. Those were the ones I listened to.

      Oregon was too far and it rained too much. Not only that, but if I went to Oregon, I would have to travel by wagon. Traveling by wagon was too daunting for a lady traveling alone. You had to not only buy a wagon, but horses. You have to buy food for the horses and take enough food to last for months. And water.

      Arizona, with its stagecoach route, seemed like the best option. There were inns along the way and I wasn’t required to bring my own provisions.

      Unfortunately having a stagecoach route did not mean that they had the roads to support such travel.

      As we traveled through the desert with the deformed man-looking cacti, I thought about the city life that I had given up for the sake of adventure and autonomy.

      There were plenty of places I could have gone. New Orleans. Charlotte. New York, even.

      But I had wanted something different.

      It hadn’t helped that my landlady left dime novels lying around in the parlor of the boarding house.

      The dime novels made the west seem exciting and beautiful.

      Instead, so far I had seen nothing much more than potholes and deformed cacti. Besides, of course, a man who could go for hours without talking and a lady who could barely let a second pass without filling it with chatter.

      It would have been better if Daphne had been here.

      The stagecoach slowed and Flora let out a sigh of relief.

      “It’s too soon,” No longer silent banker man said.

      “Too soon for what?” I asked.

      His blank countenance looked concerned and that worried me.

      I looked at Flora to see if she noticed anything, but she was focused on gathering up her skirts to bolt out the door.

      I was thinking maybe I would stay inside the coach this time. But the last time I’d done that, I had regretted it. My legs were used to that every two-hour stretch. And that just happened to be the time the driver hadn’t stopped for the next three hours. So after sitting for five hours, I had learned my lesson.

      I would get out even though I really didn’t want to.

      The stagecoach came to a sudden stop. Normally one of the drivers came around to open the door and put a step down for us, but instead, they stayed on the coach. I knew because it didn’t sway as it usually did.

      And there were voices. Men’s voices.

      And they didn’t sound any too friendly.

      “Too soon,” Mr. Banker said.

      “Oh Dear,” Flora said, gazing out the window. “There’s nothing here.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “There’s nothing,” she said. “No waystation. Anything on your side?”

      I looked out my own window and saw the exact same thing.

      Nothing.

      We had stopped in the middle of nowhere.

      The stagecoach never stopped in the middle of nowhere. It wasn’t safe. The driver had explained that to Flora and basically had to remind her every time we stopped, especially after those three-hour intervals between stops.

      But here we were. Stopped in the middle of nowhere.

      This could not be good.
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      The dusty road was full of potholes created by rainstorms that were no more than a distant memory.

      It hadn’t rained in God knows how long and when it did, the moisture evaporated almost before it even hit the ground.

      My dapple-gray horse named Sparky deftly navigated the potholes without complaint.

      I had three men riding behind me. Deputies. I didn’t know much about them, but we would doubtless be getting to know each other well on this particular mission.

      We had been following the stagecoach for two hours.

      The man we were looking for was on board. He went by the name John Blakely. We could have stopped him back at the last waystation before he boarded the stagecoach, but we needed him. We needed him to draw out the rest of his gang.

      It was risky, of course. There were two women on board the stagecoach.

      I had already decided that I was going to get those women off before the stage made it to the next waystation.

      All the information I had, granted it wasn’t much, but it was what I had to go on, pointed to John Blakely meeting up with his men at Miller’s Creek.

      The Blakely Gang was not known for their compassion, not even toward women. I didn’t even like the idea of John Blakely being on the stagecoach with two women, but with two women and two drivers, surely Blakely would behave himself.

      When Miller’s Creek was about three miles away, I pulled my bandana over my nose and mouth and held up a hand to indicate to my men that they were to follow.

      Nudging Sparky into a gallop, I raced toward the stagecoach. My men followed. Four galloping horses made a good bit of noise. Fortunately, the stagecoach made even more noise. They wouldn’t know we were behind them until we were right up on them.

      It made me sick that there were two innocent women and two innocent drivers who didn’t know they were riding with an outlaw toward more outlaws.

      Sparky dodged a tumbleweed and in the process barely missed landing in one of the potholes.

      The last thing I needed was to lose a horse out here.

      But fortunately Sparky was a good horse. Been with me a long time. Since West Point. He had a lot of miles on him. Or I should say we had a lot of miles under us.

      I slowed enough for my men to catch up as we reached the stagecoach.

      I went around to the left of the stagecoach while my men stayed behind.

      The driver looked startled to see me. Things happened when people got complacent out here. If nothing else, this would put them back on alertness where they should be.

      Not only was the Blakely Gang out here, but the Comanches were fighting back. Couldn’t blame them. Settlers were taking over their hunting grounds.

      Fortunately, they left the stagecoaches alone for the most part.

      Riding close to the driver, I held up my badge.

      “Need you to stop the coach,” I said. “Don’t make a ruckus.”

      “Yes sir,” the driver said, pulling on the reins.

      The stagecoach slowed, then came to a rather abrupt stop.

      “Stay there,” I said.

      My men were positioned just behind the stagecoach waiting for my signal.

      They knew what our mission was.

      Get the women out of the stagecoach, then two of us would be boarding the coach with Mr. Blakely.

      The goal was to blend in and pretend to be just normal stagecoach passengers.

      Too bad I hadn’t found out about the two women on board until after the stagecoach had already left town. This would have looked a lot less fishy.

      Falling back, I dismounted and tossed my reins to the one we called “The Kid.”

      He would be one of the two men taking the women back to wait for the next stagecoach.

      If only everything went smoothly. Hopefully it wasn’t too much to ask.

      We were due for some good luck. Overdue.
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      I let the leather window covering fall back into place. With it open, dust floated inside the coach even more so than with it closed.

      Even Flora lowered her window covering as we came to a stop and the dust pooled around the coach.

      She put a hand on the doorknob to open the door.

      “Flora,” I said, warning in my voice. I shook my head quickly when she looked at me.

      She released the door handle and sat back. Her eyes were wide with alarm.

      Mr. No Longer Silent Banker banged on the front of the coach.

      “Why have we stopped?” he demanded to know.

      No one answered.

      The three of us sat in silence. Flora’s eyes were wide with fear as she watched the door. Mr. Banker silently fumed with anger. I could see the anger practically coming out of his ears.

      I sat warily. Instead of watching the door, though, I peeked outside the window.

      Dust be damned.

      I was soon rewarded with catching sight of two men dismounting and tying their horses to the back of the stagecoach.

      The men didn’t look like cowboys and they didn’t look like outlaws. They looked like lawmen to me.

      “What do you see?” Flora asked, her voice shaky.

      “Nothing,” I said, letting the leather curtain fall back into place.

      Mr. Silent Again Banker watched me warily.

      He obviously did not believe me. Flora didn’t believe me either, but that didn’t concern me. What did concern me was that Mr. Banker cared one way or the other.

      Something wasn’t right with him.

      I wasn’t sure what it was just yet, but there was something off. Maybe it was his eyes. Or his silence. Probably his hat.

      No self-respecting gentleman wore a hat like that.

      The door opened and a man stood there, leaning casually against the door frame as though he didn’t have a care in the world.

      “Good afternoon Ladies and Gentleman.” He dipped his hat to Flora, then me, but his attention was on Mr. Angry Banker.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Mr. Banker said.

      “No need for you to worry, Sir,” he said. “I’m here to retrieve the ladies. You’re free to go on your way as soon as I have them off the coach.”

      “Oh dear,” Flora said. “It’s the Indians, isn’t it? I’m going to need my smelling salts.”

      “No need to fear, ma’am,” the lawman without a visible badge said.

      Even though I couldn’t see his badge, I knew he was a lawman. He looked different from the other men—the cowboys, the drivers, even the banker. Calm. In charge. Competent.

      And unlike the other men I’d seen in Texas, he had shaved. Maybe not today, but a day or so ago. It made him look so much more… civilized… and… handsome.

      When his gaze met mine, I saw even more in his eyes. I saw a world of knowledge.

      Or that was what I told myself. With his deep blue eyes locked on mine, I could not look away. Didn’t want to look away.

      His gaze wove a spell around me, leaving me feeling ungrounded.

      “Where are we going?” Flora asked, breaking the spell.

      “I have to take you back to town.” Mr. Lawman shifted his gaze to Flora.

      “Town?” Flora asked. “You mean that waystation back there?”

      “Yes ma’am. Horsehead Crossing.”

      “Horsehead Crossing,” Flora exclaimed, with a touch of hysteria coming into her voice. “That is not a town.”

      “It has an inn,” Mr. Lawman said.

      Flora crossed her arms and shook her head. “No. I’m not going back there.”

      Mr. Lawman looked to me for help.

      I didn’t know his reason for wanting to take us back to Horsehead Crossing. Personally, I hadn’t thought it was all that bad. It had actually had some of the best food we’d had since we left Memphis.

      But there was something to be said for solidarity.

      “If she isn’t going, then I’m not going either.”

      “For God’s sake,” Mr. Lawman said. “It’s only temporary. We’ll get you on the next stage out.”

      “My husband is waiting for me,” Flora said. “If I’m not there, he’ll leave without me. Don’t think he won’t. I don’t have time for such a delay. Why, my husband will be halfway to Denver by the time I catch up.”

      “I understand,” Mr. Lawman said.

      I looked at Flora. Why on earth had she come this far south if she was heading to Denver?

      “Why does he get to stay?” Flora asked.

      Something about the look in Mr. Lawman’s face. Such a subtle shift in his features that I was the only one to see it told me that Flora had just stuck her toe where it didn’t belong.

      “Flora,” I said.

      Flora was shaking her head and muttering to herself.

      “Flora,” I said, more loudly this time.

      The older woman looked at me. “Would you rather lose a couple of days at most or would you rather be dead?”

      “Dead?” Her bravado faded.

      I leaned forward and lowered my voice, knowing everyone could hear me. Didn’t matter. It was for effect.

      “You know he’s trying to protect us from Indians.” I looked up to the Lawman. “Isn’t that right, Mr…?”

      “Roberts, ma’am. Captain Roberts.”

      “It’s the Indians?” I needed him to say yes. I knew Flora was a strong woman. The only weakness I had discovered in two days of travel was her fear of Indians.

      “Yes ma’am,” Mr. Lawman agreed. “There’s been an outbreak.”

      “Oh for God’s sake,” Mr. Banker said. “Just go with the man. Who cares? The stagecoach needs to be on time.” He leaned forward, peering at Flora with an intensity that had her recoiling. “If the stagecoach is late, the Indians will know.”

      I doubted the Indians knew the stagecoach’s exact schedule, but it wasn’t impossible.

      “Oh. Very well,” Flora said. “Anything to get out of this coach.”

      I bit my lip to keep from smiling. Should have led with that one. Even stronger than her fear of Indians was her constant need for the privy.

      She started moving forward toward the door.

      Captain Roberts grabbed the footstool and allowed her to hold his hand while she got out of the stagecoach.

      Blocking my way to the door, Mr. Banker watched me, his eyes narrowed. “Don’t think I won’t remember you.”

      I didn’t say anything as I scooted over to the opposite seat and slid my way toward the door.

      Mr. Banker seemed to think I knew what was going on. I hadn’t a clue. All I knew was how to get Flora off the stagecoach.

      I trusted a lawman over anyone else, especially this banker man. Probably wasn’t even a banker. That would explain the hat, actually. No self-respecting banker would wear a boiler hat like that.

      Captain Roberts stashed the footstool.

      Glancing down at the ground, I said. “I need the⁠—”

      Without any warning, Captain Roberts put his hands on my waist and pulled me from the stagecoach. I grabbed hold of his shoulders and let a sound somewhere between an oomph and a squeal.

      My skirts swirled around me as he turned and gently set me on my feet.

      My feet were hardly on the ground before a younger man grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the horses tied behind the stagecoach.
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      So much for my plans.

      My plan had been to get the women off the coach and headed back in the other direction.

      I had not anticipated resistance. I should have. Any self-respecting woman would have resisted getting off their stagecoach out in the middle of nowhere.

      My plan had been to get them off, then climb aboard the stage and ride with Blakely.

      Thanks to the older woman’s resistance, I’d had to change my tactic.

      The younger girl, thankfully, had been intuitive enough that she had stopped resisting and had helped me convince the older woman to get off the stagecoach.

      I’d had to come up with a new plan on the fly. I’d revealed my identity as Captain Roberts. Now Blakely would be suspicious. I doubted he would buy the whole Indian attack story.

      “Where’s your friend?” I asked coming back from instructing the drivers to unload the ladies’ trunks at the next stop in Miller’s Creek.

      The girl was standing next to The Kid.

      “She needed a moment of privacy,” the girl said.

      Privacy was always a challenge out here, especially for a lady.

      “I need you to ride back to Horsehead Crossing with…” I searched for The Kid’s name. “Peter.”

      “You aren’t coming with us?” she asked.

      This young lady had long, dark hair, a few strands falling from the confines of the green bonnet she wore. Her dress, also green, high necked and long-sleeved, paled in comparison to her bright green eyes.

      Her bow shaped lips were tipped up questioningly. Not a pout. Most girls would have pouted. But with this one, I saw no guile, no effort to get her way by batting her lashes and pouting prettily. Instead, I saw just a simple question. Maybe a little disappointment, but I could easily have imagined that.

      It was a little disconcerting to acknowledge to myself that I was disappointed.

      “I can’t,” I said. “I have responsibilities.”

      She nodded. Then she smiled and her whole face transformed from beautiful to more beautiful. She reminded me of a butterfly. A butterfly is beautiful with its wings closed, but with its wings open, it is even more beautiful.

      Right then and there I was an inch away from forgetting all about Blakely. Letting him go ahead on his own. Responsibilities be damned.

      It was, of course, a fleeting thought.

      I hadn’t become a Texas Ranger Captain by shirking my duties.

      I had also never met this young lady whose name I didn’t even know.

      “Sir?” It was my second in command. “Sir? Awaiting your orders.”

      Drinking in one last look of the young lady in front of me, I tipped my hat to her and turned on my heel.

      Duty called.
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      We had no more than watched Captain Lucas Roberts and one of the other Texas Rangers ride off in the stagecoach than it became evident that Flora and I did not have horses.

      Even though I could have ridden on the horse along with Peter or the other man, Flora needed a horse of her own.

      After conferring for about half a minute, the two men decided that Flora and I would ride their horses and they would walk.

      I didn’t say anything, but it seemed to me that the Texas Rangers hadn’t done very much planning on this particular campaign.

      After about ten minutes on the horse, Flora regained her chattiness.

      “Are we in danger out here?” she asked. “From the Indians?”

      “I don’t think so Ma’am,” Trevor said.

      “I sure hope the stagecoach drivers will be okay out there. They’re nice fellows. I’d hate to hear they got attacked by Indians.”

      The two soldiers looked at each other.

      “I’m sure they will be fine, Ma’am.”

      I decided right then that there were no Indians. Something else was up.

      Captain Lucas Roberts had boarded that stagecoach for a very good reason, but it had nothing to do with Indians.

      I’d wager it had something to do with Mr. Boiler Hat. He was a shady looking man and I didn’t trust him.

      It bothered me that Lucas was in the stagecoach with him. But there were two of them and they were soldiers. Mr. Boiler Hat was not a match for two Texas Rangers.

      I straightened on the horse’s back and kept my gaze straight ahead.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about Lucas. He was a handsome man with sparkling blue eyes that sent my heart racing.

      I glanced over my shoulder, but of course I couldn’t see the stagecoach. It had already traveled out of sight.

      “What happens next?” I asked Peter.

      “You get a room at the inn and catch the next stagecoach west.”

      “What if it’s full?” Flora asked.

      “I guess you’ll have to wait on the next one.”

      “I can’t do that. Like I told the other ranger, my husband is waiting.”

      “Surely he won’t really leave without you,” I said.

      I had to turn my head away when a gust of wind brought a new onslaught of dirt.

      Peter had already pulled his bandana over his mouth and nose.

      “I need one of those,” I said. When I had booked on the stagecoach, I hadn’t thought I would be riding outside in the desert.

      Peter reached into his pocket and brought out a white bandana. Handed it to me.

      “Thank you,” I said. “You’re very kind.”

      I held his bandana over my mouth when the next gust of wind hit us.

      “I have never seen wind like this,” Flora said. “Does it ever rain out here?”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      I smiled to myself. It was rather nice to have someone else for Flora to talk to.

      While she rattled on, I let my thoughts wander and didn’t even have to feign sleep.

      My thoughts went right straight to Lucas.

      All I knew about Captain Lucas Roberts was his name and that he was a Texas Rangers Captain.

      Somehow it was enough.

      I had learned over the years to be very practical. To keep my thoughts to myself for the most part. I had been Daphne’s lady’s maid for five years. A lady’s maid’s job was not to impose her opinion on anything outside of fashion. And even then, a lady’s maid had to tread carefully.

      Of course, I had not adhered to those rules. Daphne and I were too close in age for me not to share my opinions with her on several occasions.

      She had made a good match with Ambrose. The two of them had grown up together, always crushing on each other, but not realizing it was reciprocated.

      They had fallen in love with a slow burn. That was a good way to fall in love, I suppose. But I had never had that opportunity.

      For me, there just might be another way of falling in love.

      Sometimes love came over a person in a flash.

      I’d heard about that sort of thing. Never put much stock in it, but maybe, just maybe there was something to it.

      “Yes ma’am,” Trevor said, catching my attention back to their conversation. “Captain Roberts will be joining us after he finishes his mission.”

      Thank you, Flora for asking the very question I really, really wanted an answer to.

      I would be seeing Captain Roberts again.
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      For the next three miles, all my attention stayed on Blakely.

      The stagecoach moved along, covering the distance, the driver hitting every pothole in the dirt road. Dirt wove its way inside past the leather flaps that served as curtains.

      Matthew and I stayed calm and collected, at least in appearance. But both of us were on high alert.

      We watched Blakely’s every move. The man was most definitely in disguise. A boiler hat? Really?

      No one would certainly ever mistake him for an outlaw. Not dressed like this.

      I’d never met the man, but I could see the evil in his eyes. It was there when he looked at me, his unblinking black eyes piercing into mine.

      He was not a man I wanted to meet on the street, much less cross. Right now, though, Matthew and I had the advantage. We knew he was Blakely, the outlaw, but he didn’t know we knew.

      He knew we knew something, but he didn’t know what it was.

      As the coach slowed, he pulled out a silver pocket watch that was so shiny it looked like a mirror. After he checked the time, he slid it back into his jacket pocket.

      The coach rolled into Miller’s Creek and stopped in the middle of the road between the inn and the barn. The rest of the town, if you could call it that was half a mile up ahead.

      There was nothing else to see here. Just a two-story house that served as an inn—one room on the first floor that the owner let out when needed. The barn was really nothing more than a one-room building with a hayloft. An area out back for horses. There was currently one horse, standing outside flicking his tail at whatever insect happened to be bothering him. Probably a horsefly.

      The drivers, who would typically start throwing trunks off the top of the stagecoach sat there, not moving.

      So much for not looking suspicious.

      I opened the stagecoach door and hopped out.

      Miller’s Creek was a waystation. A place to water the horses and feed the passengers. Just a room for an overnight stay if someone needed it.

      It did have one thing that most of the other waystations along the way did not have.

      It had a General Store and a Church.

      Blakely and his men were after the General Store.

      In these parts, a General Store played the role of a bank. The only place around here to send a letter. And the only place that had any money.

      Next best thing to a bank.

      It fit the Blakely Gang just perfectly.

      They rolled into town, under disguise, like Blakely now, looking like some kind of dandy with his boiler hat.

      The man really needed to work on his disguises.

      But with any luck, he would be behind bars after today. The one thing Miller’s Creek did not have that would be nice was a jail.

      Since they didn’t have a jail, that meant we had to haul them back to Horsehead Crossing where they did have a jail, of sorts, and a judge who came through every month or so.

      Once I got them to the jail, they were no longer my problem.

      “Go ahead,” I said to the driver. “Do what you normally do.”

      The driver saluted me and proceeded to toss Blakely’s one trunk off the top of the stagecoach. When it hit the ground, it tossed up a heap of dust and the damn thing popped open.

      Empty. It was empty.

      The trunk was just another prop. Like Blakely’s boiler’s hat.

      This thing was going down and it was going down quick. Quicker than we had planned.

      Well. The sooner we got it over with, the sooner I could get back to Horsehead Crossing.

      And the sooner I could see the girl again.

      I should have gotten her name. How could a man meet an angel like that and not at least get her name?

      I had been smitten, that was how. Too smitten to even think about getting her name.

      Well, once I got back to Horsehead Crossing, that was the first thing I was going to do. I was going to get the girl’s name.

      But right now, if I didn’t stay focused we were going to have a gunfight.

      Stay focused.

      That was my only job right now.
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      Sitting in an oversized high back wooden chair at the sturdy wooden table that would easily hold eight people, I scooped a big spoonful of mashed potatoes onto my plate. The china plate looked out of place here in the middle of nowhere somewhere in west Texas on this big, chunky wooden table.

      Horsehead Crossing had an inn and like all the waystations had a well with fresh water.

      The proprietors obviously had not planned on us returning so soon after leaving this morning. Last night we had baked fish. No baked fish tonight. Instead, we were having mashed potatoes, baked beans, and slabs of ham.

      The fish had been a welcome treat that had reminded me of the home where I had lived with Daphne and her family. The one place I actually considered home. The place where my mother was buried. That probably had a lot to do with why I thought of it as home.

      Nonetheless, the ham tasted like it had been smoked over a fire pit. Since there weren’t any trees out here to chop down for firewood, I could only think that they’d had it delivered in. Had to have firewood shipped in, too.

      “Do you know when the next stage coach is coming through?” Flora asked the older couple, the Parkers, who owned the inn. She’d already asked them four times since we had gotten here an hour ago.

      “Should be in a couple of days.” Mrs. Parker said. She was undoubtedly a patient woman, answering Flora’s questions and carrying on a conversation that made no sense. Flora would make a comment, then change the subject with no transition, whatsoever.

      Truly, she was hard to keep up with. I had a slight advantage over most people. First I had spent the last year working as a waitress in a very busy café in Memphis and second I had spent the five years before that working as a lady’s maid in the Amirault household.

      Working as a waitress had taught me to hold several different conversations with several different people as I went back and forth to the tables.

      Working as a lady’s maid was significant in that the Amiraults had five children as did their neighbors, the Beausejours. The two families were quite close and with ten children between them, there was always, always some kind of activity going on even on a lazy Sunday afternoon.

      So Flora didn’t bother me. I could follow four conversations at one time. In fact, I could not only follow those four conversations, but I was fairly certain I could follow at least one of them in French. This was, of course, untested. And would probably remain that way. It seemed the further west I traveled, the less opportunity there was going to be for me to hear anyone speaking in French.

      “Captain Lucas has been through here several times. A very good man,” Mrs. Parker was saying.

      Hearing Captain Lucas’s name snagged my attention. I focused on her, hanging on her every word.

      “None of the Rangers who come through here are married. Unfortunately, they’re away from home too much to have a family.”

      “That’s a pity,” Flora said, shaking her head and making a little tsking sound.

      I couldn’t agree more. However, if that meant Captain Lucas was unmarried, then perhaps that wasn’t such a bad thing.

      In fact, I was quite certain it was a good thing.

      “Would you like some more potatoes, Dear?” Mrs. Parker asked, noticing that I had cleaned my plate.

      “Yes,” I said. “I would. Thank you.”

      She passed the plate of mashed potatoes over and I took a spoonful.

      Flora looked at me without comment—something quite unusual for her.

      I just shrugged. With the exception of the fish last night at this very inn, I had eaten very little in the two days we had traveled together.

      My dress was hanging a little loose and I was constantly hungry, but the food we’d been given to eat along the way had done little to stir the appetite.

      I had a feeling it wasn’t just that the mashed potatoes were quite good. It was that I was feeling a little bit almost giddy.

      This was turning out to be a very good day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          LUCAS

        

      

    

    
      This was turning out to be a very bad day.

      We had followed John Blakely to the inn. Sat through a supper that left a lot to be desired—some kind of watery stew with unknown ingredients—and still there was no sign that he was meeting up with any of his gang members.

      I was beginning to think that our intel was wrong.

      That distinct possibility annoyed me quite a bit. Instead of being here with Matthew keeping an eye on John Blakely, I could be at Horsehead Crossing with the girl.

      As I bit into a dried out biscuit, I reminded myself that if it had not been for Blakely, I would not have met the girl at all.

      That reminder did nothing to alleviate my annoyance.

      Matthew, sitting next to me, leaned close. “What do we do now?”

      “Wait,” I said. It was all we could do. Just sit keeping an eye on Blakely with his boiler hat on the table next to him while he pretended not to know that we were watching him.

      I would not be surprised to learn that he was dragging his feet on meeting up with his gang just to irritate us.

      It was working.

      Finally, after taking his time with a leisurely meal, Blakely pushed back his chair and slowly put his boiler hat on his head.

      Matthew and I went on alert.

      Finally the man was going to do something besides sit here. I slid a hand over the pistol at my hip, hidden beneath my trench coat.

      My time with the Rangers was up if I wanted it to be. I could choose to stay in or I could choose to get out and do something else with my life.

      I’d always figured I’d make a career out of being a Texas Ranger. But lately I’d been feeling restless. Itchy even. I couldn’t shake the feeling that there had to be something else. Something I was missing.

      Blakely looked around, met my gaze, and he grinned.

      I was a tough enough man, and there wasn’t much that scared me these days, but seeing a grin on Blakely’s face was enough to make a strong man recoil. If not with fear, then with trepidation at least.

      Then Blakely turned around and instead of leaving the inn’s dining room, he went upstairs.

      Matthew groaned.

      “Looks like we’re in for a long night,” I said. “Go get some rest. I’ll take the first watch.”

      Matthew, a seasoned ranger like myself, nodded, and stood up.

      “I’ll be back in three hours,” he said. “Unless you need me.”

      “If I need you, I’ll let you know,” I said.

      I went over to the black pot-bellied stove and refilled my tin cup with hot coffee.

      The innkeepers had gone to bed an hour ago, leaving us to take care of ourselves.

      It was going to be a long night.

      Either we were going to sit here all night and wait for nothing or Blakely was going to try to make his move under the cover of darkness.

      Either way, it was most definitely going to be a long night.

      Adding a lump of sugar into my coffee just for the hell of it, because I could, I stirred my coffee and took it back to my chair.

      One thing about it. I was going to have plenty of time to think.

      And, it seemed, I had quite a bit to think about.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          GRACE

        

      

    

    
      I woke in the night disoriented.

      It was pitch dark without a stitch of moonlight coming through the window—if there even was a window. I lay there on the lumpy mattress, giving myself time to figure out where I was.

      It all clicked when I realized that sound I was hearing was Flora snoring. That was the thing with these inns, they usually only had one bed sometimes two if we were lucky. Men and women had to stay in separate rooms, but other than that, there was little to no privacy.

      One point in favor of traveling west in a wagon.

      If I’d had a husband, traveling west in a wagon would probably have been the best option. But not for a woman traveling alone. Hooking up wagons to horses and such. Having to drive a wagon at all, much less across dangerous rivers. I wasn’t built that way.

      I might have worked as a lady’s maid due to circumstances outside of my control, but I had been born and bred a lady.

      I distinctly remembered growing up in a happy home until that fateful day when I turned six years old. My father had been run down by a carriage. We had been home at the time the news came. I had been sitting at my desk, my legs swinging, translating Latin. I’d never touched Latin again after that day.

      My mother had held on as long as she could. She made it for five years, but our house had been much too large and the money had been depleted quickly without my father’s lucrative business income. Then the bank had come for the house.

      At the end of her rope, my mother had responded to an advertisement to work as a lady’s maid in northern Louisiana. Our lives had never been the same.

      I had never even driven a wagon. As an adult, whenever I went somewhere I had traveled with Daphne and she certainly didn’t drive her own wagon. She did, however, ride a horse and ride quite well.

      I knew fashion and could speak French, but I’d never had the opportunity to learn to ride a horse. Daphne had threatened to teach me on several occasions, but I had managed to avoid it.

      At any rate, sleeping in a bed with a snoring woman was a lot less daunting than navigating the west in my own wagon. And to be honest, I didn’t know anything about horses. Or cooking. Or shooting a gun for that matter. All things required of traveling west.

      As I lay there listening to Flora snore and a dog or a wolf howling somewhere in the distance, I contemplated my life.

      I had arrived with my mother at the Amirault’s home. Mama had worked as an indentured servant. But she had passed away shortly after we got there. The Amiraults had taken me in, taken care of me, and in return I went to work as Daphne’s lady’s maid. That had been an interesting transition, but the family was kind and gave me plenty of time to learn what I was supposed to do.

      Daphne and I had gone from child to adults together.

      Then when Daphne had run off to Memphis, I had gone with her.

      That’s when I really began to make my own choices. I’d chosen to stay in Memphis when Daphne had moved to Boston with her new husband. Then, after saving my money, I had decided to take the Butterfield Stagecoach west to Tucson.

      And here I was. Somewhere in the middle of nowhere in the middle of that journey.

      Just this morning, I had been doubting my choice to come west.

      And I probably would continue to do so until I got to Tucson and got settled in.

      But at the moment, I was feeling a little bit happy about my choice.

      Even though things were a little uncertain right now, and I had been forced to retrace a day’s travel, I was optimistic.

      I had never had a beau. Being a lady’s maid was not conducive to romance. I purposely avoided both the Amirault and the Beausejour brothers simply because I knew about the complications that could create. I was the help and they were the employers.

      There was no one else.

      But now I had met Lucas, a Texas Ranger who had me feeling lightheaded just thinking about him. It was an odd sensation, being around him.

      But I liked it.

      I liked it that I was free to look into a man’s eyes and allow my feelings to surface.

      Lucas was a handsome, rugged man whose lifestyle, according to everyone, was not conducive to having a family. I wasn’t looking to have a family either, at least not until I got to Tucson.

      That didn’t stop the butterflies in my stomach.

      There were some things a woman could not control. And there were some things a woman did not want to control.

      I could think of far worse fates than falling head over heels for a Texas Ranger.
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