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      When Charlotte set off on the western trail with little more than her prized horse, she never expected so much dust.

      

      And smoke.

      

      As could be expected, things on the trail didn’t go as planned.

      

      First in a new series. If you like Kathryn Kaleigh’s Civil War series, follow her into the untamed west.
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        1866

      

      

      The hot wind blew a curtain of dust across the plains. Morning and night. Day in and day out.

      But today the wind was different. Today the wind held the scent of smoke.

      Charlotte Thibodaux blinked away the dust that coated her eyelashes and shaded her eyes with a gloved hand. Though the sun was directly overhead, it was blindingly bright.

      There was no evidence of fire in any direction. Only miles and miles of nothing in every direction.

      She walked alongside her covered wagon, leading her horse, Beaucoup, behind her.

      Though Charlotte could have ridden, she preferred to walk much of the time. She liked the exercise. And the control.

      Just last week, they’d had to bury little Thomas after his horse came across a rattler and threw him off.

      The usual conversation and singing had stopped at the first whiff of smoke. The pioneers traveled in tense silence. Only the sounds of oxen plodding, horses neighing, and metal pots and pans clanging carried on the wind.

      Charlotte traveled with her cousin and best friend Lily. She and Lily had lost everything and everyone in the war. They had nothing left. Nothing to stay in Mississippi for.

      And now that the war between the states was over, ladies without the protection of a man were treated no better than trollops. And all the men of marriageable age had been killed in the war.

      After Lily was accosted in downtown Natchez by a carpetbagger, the two women had decided it was time to do something different.

      Charlotte read the newspaper every single day. She read it from cover to cover. Every article. Every ad.

      A month before Lily had been accosted, Charlotte had come across an ad for a mail order bride.

      Looking for women of good character to marry good men looking for companionship. Must be able to sew on buttons, churn butter and make cheese, and be of child bearing age.

      Charlotte had laughed at the ad as she showed it to Lily. They’d had a good laugh. Then Charlotte had carefully cut out the advertisement and tucked it in her Bible.

      After Lily was accosted, she’d pulled out the article. “We should go here. To Absaroka, Colorado.”

      Lily, gently dabbing her busted lip, had looked at her as though she’d lost her mind. “You can’t be serious. Churn butter and sew buttons. They’re looking for maids. Maids willing to give them children.”

      “Right. We can stay here, get our lips busted… and worse. And stay single forever.”

      “I don’t mind being single.”

      Charlotte remembered the moment so clearly. It hadn’t taken much convincing though, to get Lily packed and they set off on the adventure of a lifetime.

      Charlotte secretly didn’t care if they met Thomas and Benjamin – the two bachelors they’d been assigned to.

      Everything had been handled by the Lonesome Cowboy agency. They hadn’t met anyone. Instead it had all been done by written correspondence. Lily had held out to the last minute, but in the end, she hadn’t wanted to be left alone.

      Charlotte had made up her mind the minute Lily showed up with a busted lip. In truth, she’d known before. She’d known when she cut out the ad and tucked it away.

      The smoke was getting stronger now. Charlotte covered her mouth with her sleeve. Her eyes watered between the smoke and dust.

      The wagon master, his face covered with a bandana, rode toward them.

      He stopped at each wagon until he came to theirs.

      “You need to go,” he said, looking past them.

      Charlotte’s heart plummeted. “What do you mean?”  She glanced at Lily sitting in the wagon. Lily’s hair framed her face in blonde ringlets. Just last night, she’d carefully rolled her hair in ribbons to give it lovely curls today.

      “The fire is behind us. You have to get on your horse and ride.” He was already looking past them, ready to move to the next wagon.

      “But our wagons… our oxen… and chickens….”

      “Leave them. If you don’t get on your horse and ride west right now, you won’t survive.” Then he was gone.

      Charlotte looked at Lily. Lily looked frozen.

      Charlotte thought about her extra dress, the mattress they’d brought along, and her Bible.

      The people traveling behind them were on their horses now. As Charlotte watched them, she saw the first of the flames.

      “Lily,” she said, her heart racing, sending blood rushing dangerously through her veins. “We have to go.”

      They only had the one horse. Beaucoup would have to carry both of them. It wouldn’t be the first time.

      Lily hadn’t moved. “Lily,” she said, louder this time. She mounted her horse and rode next to the wagon. “Get on,” she said.

      “No.” Lily shook her head. “I won’t leave our wagon. Papa’s picture. Mama’s locket. I need time to gather them up.”

      “Oh for God’s sake, Lily.” Charlotte’s fear was quickly turning to panic. She wanted to ride. As far and as fast as she could.

      But she couldn’t leave Lily.
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      Benjamin Jackson dropped the last sack of flour on the back of his wagon, a little mist of flour dust going everywhere.

      This would be his last trip to town before the first snowfall. Already there was a little barely perceptible nip just beneath the sun-warmed air.

      He wondered if anyone else on the busy street noticed. It was nothing like Philadelphia where he’d grown up, but for a small little town in the foothills of the Rocky Mountains, it was bustling.

      Hooves clomped against the dry earth, children ran laughing, and the clang of a blacksmith’s hammer echoed from down the street.

      He counted four wagons and two horse-drawn carriages passing him as he stood there going over his list one more time. Two dogs raced past, one nipping at the other’s tail, disturbing his horse.

      The last thing he needed to do was to get back to the ranch and find out he forgot to buy a jar of molasses. Which he had.

      With a groan, he went back inside the store. The friendly tinkle of a little bell over the door welcomed him back.

      “Back so soon?” Mr. Smith said with a wide grin, looking up from where he was arranging boxes of boots.

      Hiram Smith had a booming business. It wasn’t just that his was the only general store in town. It was also his friendliness.

      “I forgot the molasses.” Benjamin closed the door behind him and jammed his list into his pocket.

      “Ah. The most important part of breakfast according to my wife. I have some in the back. Wait right here.”

      Benjamin waited while Hiram disappeared into the back of the store. He stood next to a table loaded with neatly rolled bolts of cloth. There was a variety of cotton and wool in bright colors from solid blue to purple to green gingham.

      Wishing he had a wife at home to buy some material for, he ran his hand along a bolt of maroon velvet. His hand left a streak of white flour.

      Glancing toward the back where Hiram had gone, he quickly wiped it away.

      “Here you go.” Hiram came back with a jug of molasses. “It’s my last one.”

      “It’s my lucky day then,” Benjamin said, his words pleasing Hiram.

      With his wagon loaded up with supplies, Benjamin climbed onto his wagon’s buckboard and set off toward his cabin.

      His cabin was his pride and joy. He’d done everything from choose just the right spot to homestead, cut down every tree, and put it all together from the ground up to the roof.

      He had three thoroughbred horses he’d brought with him from back east and he was working on getting two more horses.

      Benjamin Jackson had big plans to build a ranch to be reckoned with.

      The only thing missing from his life right now was a woman to share his days and his nights with.

      With great trepidation, he’d
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