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Chapter One






Susannah O’Shea stood next to her wagon just
on the outskirts of town. Far enough not to get in anyone’s way.
Close enough to observe the people. If not for the work that needed
done, she might have lingered longer watching the busy town.
Especially the two men that caught her attention. They did nothing
special to warrant her awareness, and yet, she found it difficult
to look away from them.

The taller one, had a lean look about him.
His blonde hair hung to his shoulders, while his hat kept it back
from his clean-shaven face. The other man, only shorter by a few
inches, had a rougher appearance, bulky like he had extra clothes
on or extra weight. His scruff of whiskers hadn’t quite formed a
beard and his old felt hat hid most of his shorter black hair. Both
the men were equally handsome, and yet, something about one held
her gaze longer than the other.

“Where is my hat, Susannah?” Her stepsister
Jolene whined from behind her. “You were supposed to make sure it
got packed in the trunk.”

The high, harsh tone was ever a constant
annoyance. Just once, Susannah wished to go a day without hearing
the shrill pitch to Jolene’s voice. She turned from her inspection
of the men. Neither of them would want Jolene. She shook her head.
Her stepmother had plans of marrying off her stepsisters and here
she was eyeing men to foist them on, just for a little peace.

Susannah let out a laugh. Her thoughts of men
were always in terms of marrying her stepsisters off. Someday she’d
be free of a family that she only stayed with out of obligation to
her dead father.

“It’s in the trunk, Jolene.” Her exasperation
slipped from between her clenched teeth. “Right where you asked me
to pack it.”

She’d like to hate the girl. Hate them all.
But it wasn’t in her nature. It didn’t stop her from having a
strong dislike of their personalities. She saw no way to muster up
more for her three stepsisters or her stepmother.

“I couldn’t find it.” Jolene wailed.

It was unlikely she even looked.

“Saint’s preserve us from the day you open
your eyes and do for yourself.” Susannah’s Irish temper flared as
she flipped open the wood lid and looked at the straw hat. The blue
flowers mixed with white ones appeared weary. Their trip from
Philadelphia to Missouri had been a long one. Train, stage,
horseback might have been easier. Except her stepmother insisted
the whole contents come along in a wagon.

Jolene picked up the tattered resemblance of
fine millinery her father had bought for her. “Can you fix it,
Susannah? It looks terrible.”

Susannah thought of her father with a
grievous heart. His death only a few months before, still brought
tears to her eyes. She didn’t have time to cry. With her eyes
closed, she let the tears burn dry behind her eyelids and tried not
to think of her loneliness without him.

“I said, please.” The limp, worn hat really
did look so sad as it dangled between the two fingers in which
Jolene held it out to her.

“Just put the bonnet on and be thankful you
even have a hat to keep the sun off your head.” She pushed Jolene’s
hand away and closed the trunk lid.

Everything needed to be secure before they
moved on from their little wayside stopover in a prairie field
filled with delightful yellow flowers.

Susannah took a moment to watch her other two
stepsisters. She envied them on days such as this. The air fresh
with nature’s life. No troubles, no worries, and no complaints.
Irene and Kathleen ran wildly free in the field snatching at the
flower blossoms. Their young exuberance tugged at her aged heart.
Nearly twenty-one, she felt old and worn out from stress and
heartache. What wouldn’t she give to be sixteen again? Not for the
fun she missed. Rather for the mother and father she no longer had
to love her. Then she looked for the men she had watched. She had
once wanted a husband. There didn’t seem to be time in her life for
that notion now. And who would want her as she aged into a
spinster.

“Susannah,” her stepmother, Margaret Haverty
O’Shea yelled, startling her out of her reflections. “Stop
daydreaming girl. Get those things packed up tight. It’ll be your
hide if we should lose any of our most valuable possessions. Me
best clothes are in that trunk, so you be careful.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Susannah checked and
double-checked everything. Not that it needed to be. In the two
years that she knew Margaret’s propensity for perfection, she had
schooled herself to do things right the first time. It wasn’t
always enough. At least she tried to please her stepmother. It was
more than the women’s own three daughters attempted.

“Irene, Kathleen, my dears. Come along now.
It’s time to leave. Jolene why do you insist on wearing that awful
thing?” Margaret’s face wrinkled with disapproval. “It’s a tattered
piece of trash and should be left for the birds to make a nest of.
Toss it over there.” She pointed to the leave the dilapidated old
hat to that exact spot on the side of the road.

“It’s the only one I have. If I don’t keep
the sun off my face I’ll burn to look like a crisp red apple.” She
wailed beset with the chagrin of her favorite head covering. “Just
look at how dreadful Susannah looks.”

Susannah lifted her hand to her face. She had
thought the makeshift bonnet from a flour sack had helped keep her
from looking somewhat like a dried-out piece of fruit.

Jolene kept the hat on.”

Margaret shook her head in exasperation. “If
we should happen to meet any nice eligible men that seem of
substance, you hide that thing. Men want two things from a woman.
One they ought not get until after the wedding and the other is
class. If a woman ain’t got class, then a man won’t be thinking
marriage.”

“I thought we were supposed to wait until we
got to Oregon before picking us out a man. Seems to me it won’t
matter who we meet on the way.” Irene said plopping down on the end
of the wagon.

“I want a tall, handsome one.” Kathleen
voiced her wistful declaration. “And young. I don’t want to marry
no ugly or old man.” She shook as if a north wind had shimmied up
her skirts. “Gives me goose flesh just thinking about it. Back in
Philadelphia, one of my friends married a man that was near thirty,
her being only seventeen.”

“Kathleen, the security an older man can
provide can be a lovely thing. A mature man will have more money
than a young one. He’ll know more about life and have better work
ethics.” Susannah spoke with some knowledge on the subject. She had
thought the same thing once. Don’t marry any man over the age of
twenty. She had said that when she was sixteen. Now when she
thought about it, if she ever had the opportunity to wed,
thirty-five seemed an acceptable limit.

“You say that now because you’re an old maid.
Twenty years old and not married yet. Of course, you’ll have to
settle for an old geezer.” She snickered.

“You girls remember. Jolene is the oldest, so
she picks first.” Margaret said climbing up on the wagon seat.

“Susannah is the oldest, Mother. She’ll be
twenty-one soon. Jolene’s not even twenty yet.” Kathleen stated in
that innocent way she always overlooked the blatant way Margaret
treated Susannah as a servant rather than a family member.

Susannah climbed up onto the wagon seat next
to Margaret. She looked back to make sure everyone was seated. Then
picked up the leather lead lines to the horses. It was her job to
drive the wagon. Then everything seemed to be her job. She clucked
and gave a snap to the reins of their four horses. When the wagon
started with its usual jolt, she smiled as she heard the complaints
from behind. Three silly, spoiled girls and there wasn’t a thing
they could do about it. Not one of them had the least bit of
knowledge as to how to handle the team of horses.

“I think you do that on purpose,” Jolene
commented when she fell against one of the trunks.

“Kathleen, you’re squishing me.” Irene cried.
“Move over.”

Susannah knew one thing. To be the driver
meant to have the best seat on the wagon. She smiled and hummed as
she clucked at the horses to go a bit faster. The groans from the
others only increased and it satisfied her immensely.

Ignoring the umpteen arguments between the
three grouchy sisters, Susannah looked at the town of Independence,
Missouri. This was the starting point for many a wagon train
heading west. Oregon was so far away. Most wagon trains left in
April and May. Here it was mid-May. She hoped they weren’t too
late.

From what she understood about the trip,
people died trying to get there. Illness, accidents, and Indians.
That was the part she liked bringing up to Irene to unmercifully
taunt the poor girl by her fears. She was eighteen, the middle
sister and by far smarter. However, she was also scared of her own
shadow. Jolene figured it was some sort of conspiracy to keep
people from going west and finding the land of golden dreams. At
seventeen, Kathleen was too immature to even understand the
significance of what she said.

It wasn’t like she was cruel to them. She
considered it life’s lesson to prepare them for the future. This
wasn’t Philadelphia. This wasn’t always a friendly land. Nothing
would come easy now. They were five woman that had to fend for
themselves without a man. The world wasn’t ready for ladies like
the Haverty sisters. However, Susannah O’Shea was ready for the
world.

“Where do we need to go to join a wagon
train, Susannah,” Margaret asked.

“I don’t know.” She looked about for
something to point her in the right direction.

“You did all the studying up on the matter. I
thought you knew what to do.”

“Not everything.” She stopped the horses near
the stockyard. “But I’ll find someone who can tell me.”

Susannah wrapped the leads around the brake
handle and climbed down from the wagon. “You all wait here.”

She saw men around a corral and headed for
them. Cowboys would know where she might find a man in charge of a
wagon train.

“Give me the money so I don’t have to come
back for it.” Susannah held her hand out.

Margaret hesitated. “You won’t be long?”

“I’ll try not to be. But I have to get a
proper wagon. We’re lucky this old thing made it this far.”

“And you’ll be back…” Margaret hesitated
again. “Soon.”

Did Margaret think she wouldn’t come back? It
didn’t seem possible to think her stepmother had such an
insecurity. But then she had relied on Susannah to do everything
for them.

“Yes, I’ll be back. If I leave Jolene too
long, she’ll start unpacking the trunk to change her dress. I do
not want to have to repack my clothes after she makes a mess.”

“Thank you, Susannah.” Margaret said. “You
are always practical.”

Susannah thought she heard a faint edge of
appreciation in her stepmother’s voice. It was as close to a
compliment she had ever given her. If nothing else, Margaret did
prize good work ethics and intelligence. If she only understood
those were the things that would take Susannah away from them to
have her own life very soon. Susannah had decided right from the
start that once they reached Oregon, she would find a job, a place
to live, and make a life for herself. Maybe some sense of family
obligation would keep her in touch with them. They had been her
stepmother and stepsisters for over two years. None of them were
ever outright malicious, just the most flawed women on the face of
the earth.

“How much do you think you’ll need?”
Margaret’s chubby fingers held a brown drawstring bag, and she
looked inside it with consideration.

Susannah shrugged. “I don’t know. I doubt
what I can get for our wagon will pay for the one we need.”

Margaret pulled the drawstrings to close the
small pouch of coins and put it back inside her pocket. “I’ll give
you half of what we have left. Use it wisely and get us the very
best deal. This money must last us a long time.” She discreetly
pulled a roll of money from inside her corset. She unfolded the
paper bills and handed Susannah half of them.

“I’ll go see what I can do.” When she looked
for the men by the corral, they were gone.

The tall one she had watched earlier appeared
from a building close by and she headed for him. He stopped to talk
to someone and when he moved to the side, she saw it was the other
man he’d been with before.

The whinny of a horse turned her to a short
man leading two horses into the corral. She decided she’d ask
him.

“We’ve decided to go get something to eat at
the restaurant.” Margaret strolled passed her with her three
daughters.

A twinge of envy really had no place in her
thoughts. Susannah wished to sit in a place and have something to
eat or drink also. Dropping her shoulders in yet another complacent
bid to do right by her family, she took a glance at the wagon and
horses and hoped no one bothered their stuff.

“Good day to you, Sir.” She approached the
man. “I’m looking for directions to see about joining a wagon train
to Oregon.”

“You’ll want to see a wagon master and one
can be found just about anywhere in town.”

She glanced around. “Do you know the name of
one?”

“Know quite a few. Chuck Shaw, Billy Breen,
Rogan McKenzie. Rogan is a right good wagon master and he’s
planning to set out soon.”

“Do you know where I might find him?”

“Haven’t seen him yet. He should be around
eventually. He buys his horses from me.”

“Oh, you buy horses? What of oxen. I here
tell it’s better to have oxen than horses pulling a wagon on the
trail.”

“Some prefer one animal over another.” He
pulled the halters off his horses and turned them loose in the
corral. “McKenzie prefers oxen.”

“Would you be interested in buying my horses?
They’re fine bred animals.” She pointed to them.

The man walked toward them. He inspected her
horses as if he were looking for the worm in a perfectly good
apple. His gray head nodded, and shook, and bobbed, and
wobbled.

She watched him lift every leg and poke at
each hoof. “They’re strong and young horses. I personally groomed
them every night.” She informed him of every detail she could think
of.

The examination seemed to last forever. He
circled the rig, touched the animals, and eyed her several times.
He scratched his jaw, licked his lips, and made small grunts that
indicated nothing other than he was alive.






Across the way, Rogan stopped and leaned on a
hitching rail with his arms folded over his chest and watched the
girl. Hair of fire and a shape like a warm flame tempted him to
approach her earlier. When he and his ramrod were talking, he had
noticed her staring in their direction. But he could have been
mistaken. A lot of people were in the town that day. She might have
been looking at something beyond them.

The young lady not more than a girl gave
Patrick a long-winded account of her livestock as she attempted to
get the best price for the set of horses. Rogan had to admit, they
were a fine lot. Only, with her being a woman, and Patrick being
the sly and slick horse trader he was, Rogan didn’t see her getting
their value. He felt sure the girl’s husband would fare better at
securing a good price.

Suddenly he heard her voice float across to
him as she answered Patrick Reynolds’ offer with a fiery wail. The
Irish brogue thickened. The gal was a spitfire packaged up nice and
neat in a perfect figure of a woman.

“That’s not enough.” She was charged with
indignation. “If I were a man, you wouldn’t think to take
advantage.”

She turned and her hair bounced around her
like hot flames. The bright copper spirals swung wildly untamed
from her travels. She had a black ribbon amassing it in a bundle at
her neck but from her profile, long twisted tendrils hung around
her face. It was an obvious annoyance to her since each time she
moved she brought a hand up to push them back out of the way.

Rogan walked to them. “Maybe I can help,” he
said joining her and Patrick. “Ma’am.” He tipped his hat to
her.

“He’s trying to rob me as quick as a
pickpocket would.” She glowered at the horse trader. “He thinks to
buy my horses as if they are horse meat.”

“Patrick, they do look to be a fine bunch of
animals. Maybe you could see your way to up the ante a bit. I’d
hate to think you would cheat a buyer just because she’s a pretty
lass that may not be sharp enough or quick enough to fend for
herself.”

He winked at her. The girl’s expression
showed she was insulted by his manner. It was stupid to insinuate
she was a halfwit because she was a woman.

“I’ll have you know that I am not only
intelligent, but I have the common sense to know that you are
cruelly trying to make me a brunt of a joke. I’m sure in a town
this size there are others that deal in horses.” She climbed up on
the seat of her wagon and unwound the lead lines from the brake
handle.

She was right to be offended. He had
unthinkingly teased her. “Ma’am, might I suggest your husband
handle these kinds of negotiations.” Rogan suggested.

“If I had a husband, I wouldn’t need him
doing what I can do for myself. Maybe you ought naught to
interfere.”

All Rogan heard was no husband.

In a low tone, Rogan whispered to Patrick,
“offer her double of what they’re really worth and I’ll pay you the
difference.”

“Okay miss. Just let me look at them again.”
Patrick went up alongside the horses and grabbed the front one’s
harness. “I think I can give you a better price.”

“And the wagon. I need to sell it.”

“I ain’t in any need of…” Patrick looked back
at him.

Rogan nodded to his agreement to the
purchase.

“I guess we can come to some deal.” He went
to looking at the horses again.

“Thank you,” the young lady answered and gave
Rogan a satisfied smirk.

Rogen tipped his hat to her. “Have a good
day, miss.”






Susannah watched him walk away. He joined the
taller one again and they continued down the street. Then he looked
over his shoulder at her. His smile and wink made her stomach
flutter. The other man, the taller one followed his friend’s gaze
and he too smiled.

“So, do we have a deal?” Patrick asked
her.

“What?” She had let her thoughts wander.
Picking out the last thing she heard the man say in price, she
answered, “Yes. That sounds very fair. I think you are getting the
better end of the deal, but then that would be how it’s supposed to
be since it’s your occupation.” She held her hand out for the money
he counted. Then she counted it again to make sure it was accurate.
“Now. I need to buy some oxen. Four would be best. Could you tell
me where I might find any? And a Conestoga. I’ll need that as
well.”

The taller man that she had so shamelessly
held in her gaze approached.

“Did I hear you’re in need of a covered
wagon?” he asked, his smile as bright as any summer morning.

“Yes. I’m going to Oregon with my family,”
she answered. It seemed she’d been talking to a lot of strangers as
of late.

His brows knitted a little and then rose.
“You mean family in the sense of father, mother, and…”

“My parents are dead. It would be my
stepmother and three stepsisters,” she replied.

“You don’t say?” He took her arm. “I know
just where you can get the rig you’re looking for and I’d be glad
to assist you. I’ll be going to Oregon myself.”

“Are you a wagon master? I need to talk to
one about joining.” She put her hand to his arm.

“Gage.” Patrick called to him. “Tell Rogan I
don’t want to hear any excuses about him forgetting to settle up
his business before he sets off.”

“I’ll tell him.” Gage shouted back escorting
her along the street.

“Sir. I’ll be back for my stuff as soon as I
get another wagon.” Susannah told the horse trader.

“And as to your question, miss, no, but I
work for a wagon master. My name is Gage Conroy. What might your
name be, darlin’?” He covered her fingers on his arm with his
hand.

“Susannah O’Shea.” She withdrew her touch,
embarrassed.

The fellow she was with was nice and easy on
the eyes, but it was the other one she had a wonder as to what his
name was.

“This way, Miss O’Shea.” Gage took her to a
stockyard of paddocks. It contained all sorts of cattle. Then he
led her to one that held four of the largest oxen she had ever
seen. Tall, wide, a dirty gray color set of beasts. “These are the
best and they’ll serve you well.” He boasted.

“Do you know them personally?” She walked
along the rails, studied them, and then crawled through the
fencing.

“Miss, I don’t think you should be in there.”
A short balding man said hurrying to her.

“I’m interested in purchasing these.” She
looked them over from top to bottom trying to see their flaws. She
didn’t know Gage Conroy and wasn’t about to trust his judgment.

“Gage could tell you…” He stopped and looked
from her to Gage and back again. “They’re terrific beasts of
burden, ma’am.”

“Would they be fitting to pull a Conestoga
wagon? I’m aimed for Oregon.” She ran her hand down the neck of
one. “They need a bath and brushed.”

“Miss, they are just work animals, not family
pets.” His shinny head cocked to the side.

“Because they serve man is no reason they
should be treated poorly.” She felt along their ribs and was
satisfied they were in good physical health. “How much?”

When he quoted a price, he quickly lowered it
before she could argue it. Eventually a price was agreed upon and
Gage led her to where he knew of a very large wagon. “What do you
think?” He showed her a well-crafted conveyance.

“It’s very big, isn’t it?” She had read about
them, but never actually seen one. She slid her fingers over the
contours of the wheels and the frame.

“There is no negotiating the price of this
item though. The man that owns it had to buy it from a family that
gave up moving west. They ended up staying in Colorado, I think. He
paid them quite a bit. Said he’d be damned if he would sell it at a
loss.”

“Where do I find him?”

“Speak of the devil and he will come.”

Susannah followed his nod. The man from
earlier headed toward them, his dark-eyed gaze fixed on her. His
smile sent heat to her cheeks. She had to admit, something about
him attracted her.

“Miss O’Shea, this is Rogan McKenzie.” Gage
introduced.

“The wagon master.” Was it fate that she
might see more of him on her journey? She tried to shake off the
idea. She had one goal, to get her and her family on a wagon
train.

“That’s right.” He touched the brim of his
hat. “It’s a pleasure to see you again so soon, Miss O’Shea.”

“She wants to join us and…” Gage tried to
explain.

Susannah interrupted, preferring to do her
own talking. “I want to join your wagon train. And I’m interested
in purchasing your wagon,” she said. “It’s a very good-looking
Conestoga, though I don’t know much about them.”

She continued to look it over. From the back,
she stood on her toes and peered over the tail end.






Rogan told her the price. He ignored Gage’s
raised brow. He had said he wouldn’t sell it cheap, and here he was
practically giving it away. But something intrigued him about the
young woman. With her on the trail with them, meant he’d have an
opportunity to get to know her. He noticed she had also caught
Gage’s attention as his ramrod seemed engrossed in her every
move.

“I know from Mr. Conroy that you’re
inflexible with the price of this Conestoga and it seems fair, so
I’ll take it.”

“Prairie Schooner, Miss. It resembles a
Conestoga, but these wagons are known as Prairie Schooners.”

“What would be the difference between the
two?” She climbed up on the seat and wiggled on the bench as if
testing its comfort.

“Conestoga is heavier framed and more
burdensome. These schooners are light, and better equipped for
traveling.”

“Newspapers and books don’t learn a person
everything, now do they,” she said.

When she started to climb down, her dress
caught over a brake handle and tore.

Rogan reached up and unhooked her snagged
dress. He took hold of her waist and lifted her down. For a minute
longer than need be, he held her. He inhaled the sweet lilac scent
she wore. It overpowered his actions. Inappropriately, he slid his
hands up her sides before letting go.

Her curves pleased him.

Her scent engulfed him.

Her emerald eyes twinkled with a fiery
brilliance that mesmerized him.

Rogan barely registered her handing him money
as her warm fingers slid over his. Heat flushed his skin from neck
to jaw. Was he blushing over a woman? He blamed the rise of warmth
on his face to a bout of windburn from riding all day.

“Could I have a bill of sale?” she asked.

From his back pocket, Rogan took out a small
notepad and wrote her a bill of sale. He liked that she was as
practical as she was beautiful. She’d find a husband easily, no
doubt before they reached Oregon.

“I’ll help you get your oxen hitched up. Then
we’ll get your belongings,” Gage said taking her elbow. He called
over his shoulder, “and Rogan, Patrick said not to forget to settle
up with him before you leave.”

The young lady turned out of Gage’s guidance
and faced Rogan again. “Thank you, Mr. McKenzie.” She held her hand
out to shake his.

The gesture from the young woman surprised
him. He hoped his hesitancy was only apparent to him as he took her
hand in his. The spark of attraction deepened when she squeezed
firmly. Then her fingers slipped from his grasp, and she turned
back to Gage.

Rogan watched them walk away. The young lady
glanced over her shoulder. Her smile was slight, but radiant. His
heart skipped a beat. He didn’t know what to make of his feelings,
so he chalked everything up to not having eaten all day. A meal
would set his thoughts right and settle the churn of knots in his
stomach.


Chapter Two


Susannah let Gage drive the team of oxen to
retrieve her family. When she came out of the restaurant, her
stepmother was the first to take notice of the handsome young man
waiting by the wagon.

“Susannah, who’s this?” Margaret asked with
interest.

“Mr. Conroy, this is my stepmother, Margaret
Haverty O’Shea.” She told him. “Ma’am, this is Gage Conroy. He’s
what they call the ramrod of the wagon train we’ll be with. He
helped get the wagon, the oxen, and the supplies. He has us all
signed up. We’re to camp outside of town with the others until we
leave.”

“Ramrod? Does that make you someone’s lackey
or are you the boss?”

“I’m in charge of the overall running of the
wagon train, Ma’am. However, I’m not top boss. The wagon master is
in charge.”

“Sounds like you have an impressive
position.” She went right in to scrutinizing him as a possible
candidate for a husband.

“Yes, ma’am.” He smiled at the three girls
that were giggling their way toward them.

“Mr. Conroy, these are my daughters. Jolene
Haverty, Irene Haverty, and Kathleen Haverty. “Margaret snatched
the hat off Jolene’s head and nudged her forward. “Jolene is the
eldest and she’ll be the first to get married.”

“Miss Haverty, ladies, it’s been a pleasure.”
He looked at Susannah. “I’ll be going now. I do need to see to my
job. Follow this road like I said, about one mile. You’ll ask to
speak to Robert Jones. He handles Rogan’s camp as well as his
cooking. He’ll help you find a place to settle until we set
out.”

“How long before we get started?” Margaret
asked.

“Only a day or two, Mrs. O’Shea.”

“I told you, ma’am, a wagon train doesn’t
leave until it has a sufficient number of wagons to make the trip
worthwhile.” Susannah whispered and lowered her gaze from Gage’s
smiling face.

“And it’s safer to have a large group of
people. Indians have been known to cause problems.” Gage added.

“Indians?” Irene piped with fear.

“Hush, he said known to have, they don’t
attack every time.” Susannah leaned toward him and whispered. “Do
they? She’s such a ninny and I’d like to know what I’m in for.”

“Have no fear of the Indians, Susannah. It’s
not as frequent as it once was.” He touched her arm.

“It’s not the Indians that concern me. It’s
my ditsy stepsister. She’ll get hysterical and my stepmother will
put me in charge of her wailing. I just as soon shoot at Indians
than contend with Irene’s blubbering.”

Gage laughed and tipped his hat to them all.
“Good day, ladies.”

He glanced back once. Susannah smiled, but
she saw his gaze go past her. She looked back to see Kathleen
smiling in his direction. It didn’t surprise her. Kathleen was the
prettiest of her sisters. Most men found her of interest. If she
was of a mind to have a husband, Susannah would envy Kathleen’s
innocent capture of Gage’s stare. Yet, Susannah really didn’t know
if a husband was what she wanted. Her stepmother had her already
working harder than any wife would for a husband.


Rogan rode out to the camp. A dozen more
wagons had signed on that day. He hadn’t anticipated them to be
ready to leave so soon. As he rode along the line, he nodded to
those he hadn’t met personally and gave a warm greeting to those he
had.

The glimpse of bright copper hair had him
steer toward the group of wagons that he saw the young lady go
around. When he lost sight of her, he dismounted and tied his horse
to a wagon wheel. He walked along looking behind wagons, under
wagons and at one point he glanced in the back of a wagon.

“Have you seen a young lady with red hair go
this way?” he asked a woman that stirred a pot over her
campfire.

“I think I saw her go across the field.” The
woman pointed between the wagons.

Rogan went out across the open expanse and
stopped at the edge of the trees. He couldn’t understand why she
would wander off. She had seemed an intelligent lady. He followed a
trail through a stand of trees. In the clearing beyond a small pond
had the beautiful red-haired angel humming at the water’s edge. She
had undressed down to her pantalets and chemise. She was up to her
knees in the chilly water and bending over.

His breath caught when she dipped her hand in
the water and brought up the scoopful to splash on her bare
shoulders then her chest. The chemise hung open, exposing the
rounded outline of her breasts. Everything in him said, turn away,
don’t watch. But what the hell, if she was going to stand in the
open.

“Mr. McKenzie.” Miss O’Shea squealed.

He missed seeing her look his way as he
admired her curves. She folded her arms over her bosom and turned
her back to him.

He looked down at his boot and kicked the
dirt. Then looked up, remembering he had to reprimand her for
venturing from the camp.

“Miss O’Shea—” He pulled out his gun when he
saw movement in the water. The swirling charcoal whip glided toward
Susannah.

Rogan shot twice as he ran down to the
water’s edge. His heart pounded in fear of losing her. Not knowing
her could be remedied, but not if she died.

Susannah continued screaming. The dead snake
floated around her legs. She stomped frantically, her arms no
longer hiding her scantily clad body.

Holstering his gun, he rushed to her. He
stooped and tossed the snake ashore, away from her. She still
pumped her legs, but not as quickly.

He caught her one leg, looking for puncture
marks on her smooth skin. “Did it bite you?” He looked up when she
didn’t reply.

She shook her head.

He rose and held his arm out to steady her.
She apparently needed more.

Rogan brought his arms up and embraced her as
she leaned on his chest. Cold or fear made her tremble. He rubbed
her back and let her take her time to calm down. With his jaw
against her head, he felt the softness of her hair. To stand there
all day with her in his arms rooted him to the spot.

Minutes ticked by. Her sobs lessened. Her wet
undergarments soaked his shirt. The contour of her body layered
him.

“Is it dead?” she asked.

“Yes.”

She tipped her head back and her gaze lifted
to him. Her beautiful eyes still held tears. Some escaped. With his
one arm, he kept her snugly against him. He moved his other arm to
bring his hand near her face. With one finger, he brushed the tears
from her sun reddened cheek. A spark of heat flowed through him. He
had recently eaten, so there was no blaming the sensations on an
empty belly.

The shape of her mouth drew his attention. He
swept his thumb over her bottom lip, kissing her became his new
thought. Did she sense it? She suddenly stepped back out of his
hold and hurried the few paces to shore. She glanced in the
direction of the snake as she bent down. It caused her to pause.
Then she snatched her clothes from the ground and ran toward the
trees—toward her camp. She disappeared in the trees.

Rogan took a deep breath and let it out
quickly. He had never met a woman he thought of in a long-term way.
Susannah O’Shea captured all his thoughts from the moment he had
seen her. Her beauty, her grit, her intelligence. Did her virtues
end there? He hoped to learn more.

He started back.


Susannah stopped in the woods and slipped her
dress on over her wet undergarments. She made her way back toward
the wagons. Several times, she looked over her shoulder to see if
Rogan was close behind. The snake had frightened her. Rogan’s
gentleness and the desire in his gaze scared her. She wanted his
kiss, but not at the cost of her reputation.

When she looked back again, she saw him just
coming from the trees. Then she turned and bumped into Gage.

He gripped her by the shoulders. “Someone
said they thought they heard a scream. Was that you?”

She didn’t realize she was crying again until
he touched her cheek. Rogan had unbridled her emotions with his
tender hold and concerned gaze. She wished she hadn’t run from him
or the sensations he stirred in her.

“What happened?”

“Mr. McKenzie—” Her last sob choked off her
words and she let Gage hold her
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