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Chapter 1

1885, Manhattan, New York

Ellen was grumpy, because it was the first month into winter and with all the snow outside, she could see no reason why her mother insisted on hauling her to these elite society balls. The Manhattan Society get together was overrated, and she had enough, but never the less she was here, and as they took her coat she looked around. Ellen looked around the ballroom. To the curious onlooker she might seem to be looking at the people in the room with heightened curiosity, and they wouldn’t think much of it. They wouldn’t because she was on the verge of reaching spinsterhood and still single, clearly. The Manhattan Society had already all but cast her out. She like the freedom that no longer came with their expectations.

It wasn’t that she was ugly or even that she had a nasty personality. Not at all!

Ellen had suitors falling all over her. The minute she walked into any room she was the centre of attention. Her looks awed those who laid eyes on her, her grace and elegance made women wish they were her and she was smarter than most men who like to dress up and pretend they knew what they were doing. Ellen was a catch by any standard. Men poor and rich fawned over her, but she thought they were all idiots and when they weren’t, she could not be seen with them. It was an infuriating fact. One her mother always said was just her reality.

“Looking for the one?” Her mother, Anna, whispered in her ear as if on cue.

“No mother. I am looking for several escape routes out of here should any number of the men in here who think they are the one attempt to talk to me.”

She could hear her mother’s exasperated sigh and knew what was coming, so she quickly walked away and lost herself in the crowd. Taking a glass from the waiter who passed her, she walked through the French doors to the back and out to the garden. The snow fall had eased and the air was crisp and refreshing. It made her miss the one man she had actually fallen for. He had been their gardener, with excellent taste in flowers and eyes that sparkles with adventure and pulled her in. When her mother had found out why she was smiling that much all the time, Anna had not been pleased. The next day she woke up to see the love of her life leaving. He had stayed in town for weeks after looking for work, but her mother had made sure no one else would hire him. A month later he left. She never saw him again, and then two years later his sister sent her a small box with two letters. The box held the broach she was wearing tonight. He had been planning to give it to her as her birthday present, before he was forced to leave. The first letter was one proclaiming his love, and the other was one from his sister explaining he had died from pneumonia in one of the harsh Wyoming winter. She had cried and refused to leave her room for almost a week. She had read stories of heartbreak so profound that it crippled you. Then she experienced it. It changed her, and no man had ever resonated with her like he had. Hence why she was in the snowy garden reading the papers in the lamp light, and sipping a glass of wine, instead of inside smiling to entertain men she wanted nothing to do with. 

As the cold got too much to bear without a coat, she when back to the party, but made sure to stay in one of the plant room that was warm enough so she wouldn’t freeze. That was where she was as she read an ad in the Newspaper for a wife in Wyoming. The thought appealed to her not just because of a husband. Lord knows being a mail order bride was not on her list of things to do, but it could be a great adventure. At the very least, if it didn’t work out she could come back home to her miserable mother. 

She didn’t bother going back inside where all the other elites were expected to be. She took her heels off, walked on the thin layer of snow that covered the lush grass and hopped across the hedge, ripping her dress in the process. She did not care. She just wanted to get out of there and luckily her carriage was close enough. She gently squeezed the leg of the sleeping driver and he woke with a startle.

“Your mother?” He asked her as he pulled away in the carriage.

“She will be just fine.”

Ellen smiled wickedly and chuckled at the thought of her angry mother in the morning. She didn’t care. She knew she would be fine. 

The following morning she had him take her into town early, and in secrecy she sent a telegram in response to the ad for a wife. The following day an invitation to meet came and in less than a week and with no explanation to her mother, she headed out on the train.

“When will you be back?” Her mother asked her with tears in her eyes.

Ellen loved her mother despite the fact that they couldn’t get along and she gave her a long hug and the truth. “I don’t know Mom. I just need to get out of here for a while. I will send you a telegram twice per week. If you don’t hear from me, send the Calvary.”

Her mother laughed. “They won’t mess with you. They will regret it.”

Her mother hugged her long and hard. Ellen let her. She didn’t know when she would see her again, but if all went well, her mother might just be happy she found a husband. For now, she kept the reason for her travel a secret, and looked out the window at New York fading in the background.

Chapter 2

“Don’t forget us,” Burt said to her as she walked away. He had become more than her coach driver. In fact, he had held her secrets of her first romance when she had fallen in love. She would miss him.

The whistle blew for the boarding call and she kissed his cheeks. “See you soon,” she told him, speaking all kinds of possibilities into being. He nodded and helped aboard the coach. When it pulled away minutes later she waved to him until she couldn’t see him anymore, and then it dawned on her. It was clear to her that he was the only family she had left and now she was leaving him behind. She hoped the man she was going to would be a kind and gentle man enough to become her family too. Marriage didn’t always constitute that, and she was after all a mail order bride, with a return stamp should he desire that she return to wherever she was coming from.

“Your son?” an elderly woman who had a Bible open, asked from the seat across from her.

Ellen smiled. “No, just a humble little man I had the opportunity of meeting,” she said referring to Burt.

“Ahh, these days it is so hard to find men of that sort,” the woman lamented. “I only hope he grows in that way.” 

Ellen hoped so too and said as much.

“I am Freida,” the old woman offered her a shaky hand encircled by a rosary. “Please to meet your acquaintance.”

“I am Ellen and the same here,” she smiled back.

“Heading off to a new life further west?” the woman asked eyeing her suitcase at her foot. She nodded. “Plenty of adventure to be had then.”

“Oh good God I hope not!” Ellen exclaimed. “I am hoping for a quiet life, uneventful save for the everyday nuances of survival. Too much adventure will surely cause me death.”

The older woman laughed at her proclamation. “Is it that you have had too much adventure already or are you just not interested in any?” the woman asked.

“I have had my fair share of struggles, and I am afraid that adventures of the kind you are talking about kind will bring more to my doorsteps.” 

“Life is perspective, little one,” the old woman began speaking to her with a voice that bid her listen to the wisdom she was about to impart. “And without a little adventure we would all turn to rocks sitting in the same spot staring at the sun each day. Never let it said your youth is wasted on you.”

Ellen knew her words to be true, but as the train whistled on its way, she really was hoping it would whistle her away to quiet and easy.

“I don’t mind adventure Freida,” she began solemnly. “What I fear is that when the joy and spoils of adventure has passed I will be left right where I started and I cannot have that. I cannot be forced to start all over again.”

The woman reached a hand across to her and took it in her old palms, calloused with signs of working for too many years. “You should have no fear of anything life throws your way. I have a feeling you are a survivor, and with God by your side be it famine or festivities you will be just fine.”

She smiled not so confident in the woman’s words.

“Where is your husband?” Frieda asked.

“Never met one. I am hoping the man I will meet at the end of this day’s journey will be him.”

“Ahh you are a mail order lady,” Frieda said her eyes opening in joy. “So too was I once.”

“Really?” Ellen’s attention perked up as she waited for the woman to impart some sage advice.

“I have one piece of help to give you,” Freida began the smile leaving her face. “Make him understand that you are not there to wait on him and serve as a soft place to be bedded every night. You state your purpose beyond that, so he will see you as a valuable addition, and once he has, you will find should anything happen to him you are well taken care of.”

Ellen was a bit confused uncertain of what she really was speaking of, but she had a feeling she would only understand through living the reality. They spoke for the hours until she fell asleep, and hours more the following morning for the time that it took them to get to Iowa, which was her first stop, and as the train drew to a halt Freida offered a prayer on her behalf. Ellen was a woman of faith and so she bowed her head in prayer too for the life that awaited her. She could only hope it would be one she would like.

“Be careful,” Frieda called after her. “The winters that side are horrible.”

She waved with gratitude, but the following day when she made her way to the train station to finish her journey, she was not prepared for what fate would throw her way.

Chapter 3

Train station, Iowa

Rex ignored the men shouting at him to stop him as he ran towards the train that was about the pull away. His first thought was that it was too early in the morning to get shot, yet here he was with a bullet in his side and three men after him. He thought he had lost them along with all his money in Wyoming. He thought he had gotten rid of them, yet here they were in Iowa. He had to shake them.

The wound in his side would make that difficult. He looked ahead at the graceful woman about to board the train and shoved pass her and stepped on. The train began a slow chug and as the doors closed behind the woman who was staring at him furiously, he saw the guard stop the men; one brandishing a gun and the other glaring at him through the window.

“Unhand me!” The woman shouted at him.

He realized then that he had gripped her hand. He wasn’t sure if it was out of pain or relief, but as the train picked up speed and the adrenaline of the chase wore off, he realized the pain was real. She was gorgeous though, and he could barely take his eyes off her.

He let go out of fear more because he was afraid she would smack him, and then walked away looking for an empty seat. He would worry about the fact that he had no ticket, at the end of the trip when the steward would walk around asking for one. He took a seat in the luxurious leather chair beside the window, and was happy that people were busy settling in. Too busy to notice him, except her.

“No you are in my seat!” The same angry voice sounded and he looked up and into the greyest eyes he had ever seen. She was truly breathtaking.

“That one isn’t taken,” he pointed across from him. “And I would love your company.”

The last two words came out as a coral as the bullet wound in his side reminded him of his presence.

“How rude!” She exclaimed. “I paid for both these seats to avoid insolent people like you.”

She was even gorgeous when she was fussing. And for the next few minutes he enjoyed her annoyance, the sound of her voice was soothing, though he didn’t hear a single word she said. She dropped a book on the table.

“Get up now, before I call the guard.”

He didn’t want that at all. He tried to stand but the wound in his side wouldn’t let him, and as he fell forward she caught him.

“What is wrong with y-“ 

She stopped talking as the hand that clutched her for support was covered in blood.

“You need a doctor!” She cried out.

“No!” He said. “If I get off this train they will kill me. I just need to get to Wyoming.”

“By the looks of that,” she pointed at his side. “You will die long before that.”

“Only the good die young,” he assured her as he sat back down. This time she sat across from him, but he could see she was scared.

“You will bleed out...” her words trailed off as the guard came by.

“I won’t. I have survived worse.”

He could see she wanted to say more, but she was trying to decide whether to help him or turn him in. In a few minutes he got his answer.

“Come with me.”

It was an order he found himself not wanting to refuse. She took her small bag with her and then they made their way to the bathroom. It was a small space but well adorned with the luxuries of the wealthy. Not at all the bathrooms he was used to in the poorer side of the train. And though he could think of a million inappropriate things to say, he found he didn’t want to. He just wanted to listen to her as she cleaned his wound and chided him for begging like a girl when he winced in pain. He was too awed by her and the fact that she pulled a small bottle of vodka from her purse and used that to clean his wound.

“The bullet is still in there. It will have to come out.”

He didn’t say anything to her. He knew better than anybody else that if it stayed in for the fourteen hour train ride, he would be in trouble. He bit down on her bag strap and tried not to black out from the pain as he shoved his finger into the hole and pulled the bullet out. She just stared at him in shock. Minutes later she finished bandaging him up and told him not to move. She came back with a new shirt and though he wanted to ask her where she got it from, she thought she better not.

When they sat down again, he almost instantly fell asleep. 

Hours later she woke him to eat, change his bandage and then gave him some pain killers. She repeated that three more times for the time, then when she woke him the last time he felt like he was on fire.

“Can I get you any help?” She asked as they came off the train and the cold Wyoming winter air kisses his face.

He reeled off an address and just before he collapsed he saw her worried face looking at him. When he woke hours later a familiar face was staring at him. 

“Ether?” He asked.

“Didn’t I tell you not to get in trouble?”

He smiled and went right back to sleep. He was safe...for now.

Chapter 4

Crestfalls, Wyoming

Ellen couldn’t just drop him off at the inn and leave him. For days she kept going back to find out if he was okay. She didn’t even know why, because he was inappropriate and rude most of the time, but she knew that a part of her enjoyed the conversations they had. 

He was easy to be around, and his devilish green eyes enchanted her in ways she could not understand. She had all but forgotten the real reason why she was in Wyoming. On the third day she was there, she woke up telling herself that she was off to meet this new husband at hers, but by the end of the day she had sent a telegram explaining she had been held back by the weather. Then she had walked the few minutes from the hostel she had found for herself nestled on the edge of the forest, to where Rex was. Her excuse was she just wanted to check on him and Ether, the old lady she had come to like so much, but she knew better than that.

It was the sound of his voice, and the way that even when he was being rude he was still being kind and gentle. He was a paradox without question, and she enjoyed his company beyond words.

“This is you?!” he asked incredulously the following day as he help up a magazine. 

She stalked over to him and grabbed it from his hand. It was a picture showing her on the steps of her inherited mansion shortly after her father died, with an article talking about the empire she would now have to run until her heir came of age. She had marvelled at the article. It was invasive and not all true, now here he was looking at her bemused.

“What are you running from?” he asked. But when he realized she was not smiling at his usual wicked jokes, she saw realization flash across his face. “It’s okay. You don’t have to tell me, but maybe a Wyoming winter was a bit extreme a time to get away.”

She laughed. “Well I was not running away from anything.” She knew that was not entirely true, but it would make her feel better for now.

“Will you tell me what you are doing here? It can’t be any more embarrassing than why I got shot.”

The way he asked, was soothing. It instantly told her that somehow he meant no ill by it. And so she did, watching his eyes get huge as he listened to her story. When he was done, he simply could not believe that a catch like her was allowed to leave New York unwedded.

“Are you secretly a psychopath?” he asked in bewilderment. “That is the only explanation.”

She chuckled. “No, I guess I just haven’t found the one yet...I think.”

He looked at her and walked across to her, tucking a stray strand of her behind her ear. He seemed like he was about to say something, but decided not to. The electricity flowing between them said enough. She pulled away and gave him some excuse as to why she had to leave before the snow started again, and even as Ether invited her, yet again, to their ranch she smiled and gave no response. Being around Rex was stirring up all kind of emotions in her that he had no idea how to handle. And for the next week she stayed away from him, but feeling like an idiot, the following Friday she dawned her coat when the snow eased, and decided to way to the inn. She would use the time to compose herself.

But as she got to the edge of the road, her boots slid on the frozen surface, and the last thing she thought of as her head slammed into the ground, was that she was going to freeze to death without seeing him one last time.

Chapter 4

“What are you so happy about this today?” Mason asked him as he walked into the wood shop. The cold air blasting outside made him shiver a bit, but he was grateful that the infection form the wound had now healed and he could help out on the ranch again. He was even more grateful to finally be out of that drab inn where Ether worked most days.

“I don’t know what you are talking about?” Rex replied, putting the finishing touches on the piece of work he was doing. 

Mason circled him, eyeing him suspiciously. “Yes, you have that glow. That deep happy glow you have not had in ages. And considering how foul a mood you were in yesterday, explain yourself.”

Rex laughed. “I was just thinking about Ellen. You know? The woman I showed you in the magazine-“

“Wait,” Mason interrupted. “You mean Ellen Margo? The Ellen Margo?”

Rex frowned at him. “Why do you say it like that? Nothing is wrong with her!”

He found himself getting upset at the mere fact that Mason could be implying anything in a negative sense about her. He felt the need to protect her and put everybody straight, and it surprised him.

“No!” Mason laughed. “I think she is awesome. In fact many a men would love to get with Ellen Margo. We know she is a catch, and her father was a well respected man in New York. I didn’t think you would be so strung up on her though. Nobody thought you were over Emma.”

“What?!” Rex was shocked.

“Yeah,” Mason said shedding his jacket and taking a piece of wood up to help Rex get ready for his next job. “We thought you would get a dog and call it a day. Is Ellen still in town?”

Rex didn’t know what to say to that, because he honestly had not thought any such thing.  “Yes, she is. She is staying by the foster hostel at the edge of the woods.”

“Is she seeing anyone?” Mason asked

“I don’t think so,” he replied realizing that he hope she had not made good on her mail order promise. She had run off that day, and he was giving her time, not that the weather was giving him much of an option.

“Is that a bit of hope I hear in your voice, Rex Miller?” Mason teased.

He smiled but kept his eye on his work despite the fact that he could not deny that he was actually hoping she was single. He assumed it since she spoke of the stress she was having with her mother, and had she been with anyone, maybe she would not have been on the side of the river by herself last night. 

“I don’t know if I am even ready to start dating anyone again,” he replied. And that was the truth. Rosemary and Kiera and then Emma’s death had made it very difficult for him to look forward to that. Society women were a pain, except Emma. He didn’t have to be told Ellen was different though. That was something he already knew.

Their attention was drawn away from that conversation when customers walked in and shortly after Ether, Mason’s Aunt and only living relative, showed up with thermoses of hot tea and a whole cake.

“You should take a bit to Ellen,” Mason said. 

He looked at the snow picking up outside and remembered that he needed to deliver a small cabinet to Bishop George anyway, and he lived a few houses up from where Ellen was staying. He agreed and in less than thirty minutes he was in his way. 

He kept practicing out loud what he was going to say to her when he finally saw her again, but he felt like maybe he should really say anything. He was contemplating maybe just not going there when he saw a black lump looking so out of place, pushed next to the fence. As he drew closer he realized it was somebody lying there on the snow covered ground
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