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With an ambitious father, Devin Sayer seems to have it all: a nice home, a prosperous family business, and the attention of just about every eligible young woman in town. After losing his bid to win the hand of the woman his father chose for him, Devin uses the excuse of being jilted to see a bit more of the world. Will a trek into the wilds be all he expects it to be or will a chance encounter bring him the desire of his heart? 
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“Devin, are you sure about this?” Mr. Sayer asked, his hand resting on his son’s shoulder. “I’m mayor now, and I need you to take on some of the other responsibilities around here.” 

“I know, Pa.” Devin brushed a lock of wavy black hair from his brow. “I just need a change. So much has happened this summer. I did everything you wanted me to and,” he looked up, his dark eyes meeting his father’s. “Well, I need a break. Things didn’t work out with Catherine the way we had planned. She married Jaden, and I just need a bit of time to adjust.” 

“But it’s been months. Why now?” 

Devin shrugged, turning and walking toward the window of his father’s fine home. “I’d like to see a bit more of this country,” the younger man admitted, shoving his hands into his pockets. “You have a load on your shoulders here in town, and I know that the time will come when I have to take up the torch, so to speak, and fill your shoes. But, right now, I’d like a chance to get away and see something new.” 

“You want a little adventure.” Mr. Sayers walked up behind Devin, slapping him on the shoulder. “I understand. I was young once.” Mayor Sayer turned his son toward him, meeting his eyes. “You didn’t go and get all emotionally tangled up with Catherine, did you? I mean, she didn’t break your heart or any such nonsense?”

“Nah!” Devin laughed, his even white teeth flashing with a devil-may-care attitude. “It’s never been that way between Cath and me. I mean, she’s a nice girl and about the prettiest thing in town, but I don’t love her. She and Jaden are a good match.” 

“I suppose,” Mr. Sayer grumbled, pulling his pocket watch from his vest and checking the time.  The mayor of their little Nebraska town was in good shape for his age, his vest buttons barely straining over a broadening waistline. “Her father’s support and feed store would have been a nice addition to the family, though,” the man hissed. 

“That ship has sailed, Dad.” Devin reached for his hat. “I’m going to go purchase a ticket and see where it leads. Will you talk to Ma?” 

“I’ll tell her you’re going with my blessing.” Mr. Sayer nodded. “I don’t understand it, but I guess you might as well scratch this itch while you’re young. Then, when you come home, we’ll be building something special here. A legacy a man can be proud of.” 

“You know I’ll be at your side,” Devin said, shoving his hat on his head of coaly hair and reaching for the door. “If all goes well, I’ll be on the morning train.” 

Mr. Sayer’s hand fell on Devin’s shoulder once more, stopping him before he stepped through the door. “You mind, you don’t get yourself in a fix out there in the wilds. Your father is an important man, and I have expectations.” 

“Don’t worry, Pa.” Devin laughed, his eyes twinkling. “I’ll stay out of trouble. I know you have a lot riding on my future.” 

“Good boy. Good boy,” Mr. Sayer laughed. “You go on then. Make the arrangements and be back here for supper. Of course, your Ma isn’t going to be happy about you going, but she’ll get over it.” 

Devin nodded but didn’t speak. It had always been this way with his parents. His father spoke and his mother listened. It seemed to work for them, but Catherine, an old school friend, had been shocked that Mr. and Mrs. Sayers lived virtually separate lives even as man and wife. 

A lot had changed for Devin on his return from Biders Clump nearly six months ago. Catherine, the woman his father had urged him to pursue, had chosen a local farmer, Jaden Ackerman, to wed, and Devin had to admit they seemed happy. 

Over the past few months, he had seen how love had grown between his two school chums, and now he found himself questioning his father's views on love and marriage. 

Striding through town, Devin grinned and nodded at friends as he made his way to the station. He’d known little more than this town his whole life, but the touch of freedom he’d embraced in Biders Clump had put a fire in his soul to see more of the country. 

Taking the stairs of the depot two at a time, Devin slid up to the ticket booth and ordered a ride on tomorrow’s train west. He’d drop by the tiny town at the foot of the Rocky Mountains and start his journey from there. 

“Headed out on business?” The ticket master asked. 

“Not this time.” Devin grinned, handing over the money and taking his ticket. “I’m going adventuring. I think I’ll see a bit more of this land before I settle down.”

“Broken heart gettin’ to you?” The older man winked. “I know you had your heart set on young Catherine.” 

Devin grinned, shaking his head. “Nah.” He replied, but he knew that half the town believed the girl had broken his heart. The other half seemed to be a gaggle of mothers determined that their daughter should be the next object of his affection. If letting everyone think he was pining for his friend’s new wife kept the harpies at bay, he wasn’t about to argue. 

Tucking the ticket into his vest pocket, Devin turned back toward home, lifting his hand and waving at a couple walking along the street. 

“Hey, Dev.” Jaden Ackerman waved his arm over his wife’s shoulder. “What are you up to?” 

“Buying a ticket.” Devin tipped his hat to Catherine, offering a smile.  

“Where are you going?” The prettiest girl in town queried. 

“I’m headed back to Biders Clump and then I plan on exploring a bit.” He leaned in, waving the couple closer. “I’ve convinced mother I’m broken-hearted over losing you, Cath.” The man winked, chuckling at Catherine’s scowl. 

“You have never had any feelings for me.” The young woman sighed.

“I know, but this way, Father is willing to bankroll me and let me travel a while. It won’t be long before I’m stuck working and taking a roll in politics, so I might as well enjoy my freedom while I can.” 

“You’re playing your father,” Jaden gaped. 

“Yeah, but you know it gives me some time away.” 

“Why Biders Clump?” Catherine asked. The warm sun brushed her face, her skin glowing in the golden light. 
“I enjoyed my time there. I thought I’d like to ride those mountains and see what’s over the top.” 
Catherine laughed. “You know what’s on the other side of those mountains.” 

“I might know, but I’ve never seen it with my own eyes. I’m young, and I want a little adventure before Pa puts me to work.”

“When do you leave?” Jaden took the information well, chuckling at Devin’s deception. 

“In the morning. I was planning on riding over to your place tonight to say goodbye.” 

“I rode into town to meet Cath for dinner,” Jaden grinned. “She works almost every day at the feed store, so once a week, we eat in town.” 

“That’s kinda’ romantic,” Devin laughed. 

“I try.” Jaden pulled Catherine under his arm. 

“He’s good to me.” The young woman smiled, her eyes full of love, as she looked at her husband. 

“I’m glad you two are happy.” Devin smacked Jaden on the arm. “You were meant for each other.” 

“One day, you’ll meet someone,” Catherine spoke softly. 

“Nah,” Devin waved a hand dismissively. “I’ll end up with a woman who wants an easy living. Love isn’t in it for me.” 

“Don’t say that.” Jaden punched his old classmate in the arm. “Everyone deserves love.” 

“Spoken like a lovesick pup,” Devin teased, laughing again. 

“Mock if you like,” Catherine wrapped her arm around Jaden’s waist. “When you find true love, you won’t be able to turn away. Mark my words.” 

“I am happy for both of you.” Devin leaned in, kissing Catherine’s cheek. “I’ll see you when I get back.”

The couple waved him off, smiling brightly as they walked away. 

Tomorrow, he would start his journey, riding the old trails like explorers from days gone by. The rugged mountains beckoned, and he would answer the call, leaving the flat plains of Nebraska behind for a while. As much as Dev had believed he and Catherine could have lived comfortably together, he was pleased to see her and Jaden so happy, and he wondered again about his father’s view on marriage. 

Love, romance, happily ever after, it wasn’t for Devin. Instead, he would slip into his father’s shoes marrying for position and profit. Until then, he had time and would spend it exploring the wilds of Wyoming. 

It was a new century and a new time for living. Young men were setting out to find their way in the world, and he wanted a taste of that adventure. 

Returning home, Devin packed his bag, checking through a variety of all-weather wear before stopping at his mother’s room. 

“Devin,” the woman crooned, opening her arms for a hug from where she sat in a plush bed propped up with pillows, a book on her lap. “Come kiss your mama.” 

Devin slipped in beside her, wrapping her heavily ruffled form in his arms and placing a kiss on her cheek. 

“Are you really leaving me?” the woman pouted. His mother had been well cared for throughout the years. She was still beautiful in a warm, matronly way, but she knew how to play the game to get what she wanted and could be very manipulative when needed.

“Yes. I’m leaving tomorrow.” 

A soft hand patted his cheek. “Are you still stinging from Catherine’s rejection?” She plucked at her white nightdress, her eyes sad. “I don’t know why she chose Jaden over you.” Her hand still rested on his cheek. “You’re far better looking.” 

“Mother,” Devin laughed. “Jaden’s an old friend and Catherine is happy. I’m pleased for them.” 

“Well, getting away from town will do you good. Did your father give you enough money? I’ll tell him to give you some more.”

“Mother, I’m well supplied.” Devin smiled again. His mother was a gentle soul, well-groomed to deal with the vagaries of society, but uneducated in the world of finance. 

“You packed a warm coat, didn’t you?” 

“Yes, Mother.” Devin chuckled again. 

“Don’t go out there in that wild country and catch a cold or something.” 

“I promise not to.” Devin pulled his mother’s hand from his cheek, brushing a kiss across her knuckles. “I’ll be back before you know it.” 

“And you’ll write?” Mrs. Sayer folded her hands in her lap, gazing down at them. 

“I’ll write. As often as I can.” Devin kissed his mother’s brow, standing and stepping away. “I love you, mother.” 

“I love you too.” She looked up, smiling, her eyes full of the light he knew so well. Devin had had a nanny, housekeeper, laundress, and others to care for him over the years, but his mother had always loved him, making time for him every day no matter what. 

The young man smiled, closing the door behind him and walking back to his room. Tomorrow a new adventure was waiting. It would be fun to drop back into Biders Clump and visit the people who had become friends.  Once there, he would hire or buy a horse from Byron, the old hostler and hit the old Oregon trail over the pass. 

“Devin?” his father tapped on the door, pushing it open. “Are you ready to go?” 

“I am. I said goodbye to mother a minute ago.” 

“Good, good.” The older man rocked on his heels. “You have enough money?” Mr. Sayer pulled a few gold coins from his pocket, tossing them to Devin. 

“Thanks, Dad.” 

“You be safe out there.” The older man grinned. “Don’t do anything silly.” 

“I promise.” Devin strode to his father, clapping him on the back and giving him a hug. “I’ll be home before you have time to miss me.” 
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Devin stepped out onto the familiar platform at Biders Clump, hitching his thumbs in his belt and gazing out over the town. A few cowboys trotted by, a farmer’s wagon rolled down the street, and a hint of fresh-baked bread wafted on the air of the tiny town. 

“Devin?” A man’s voice asked and Devin turned to smile at Ellery Olson, the oldest son of the town’s boardinghouse keepers. The place where he had stayed on his last visit to the town. “It is you.” 

“Hi, Ellery!” Devin reached out, shaking the man’s hand. 

“We thought you were long gone when Catherine chose Jaden over you on your last visit. So what brings you back?” 

“I’ve convinced my mother I’m heartbroken and that I needed some time to travel.” Devin winked, making the other man chuckle. 

“Will you be staying with us again?” Ellery smoothed his dark mustache.

“I’m staying.” Devin nodded at the other man.  Ellery Olson was a lean man but fit partially from carrying bags for guests all the time. The man and his wife, Ernestine, lived in a neat little home in the back lot behind the boardinghouse with four children from Ellery’s first marriage. Devin had gotten to know all of them a bit when he had followed Catherine to Biders Clump some months ago. They were good people 

“I’ll be staying.” Devin inclined his head to the bags at his feet. “I can get these, though.” 

“No, no.” Ellery waved his hands, “I can’t have that. You’re our guest.” Leaning over, the man hefted the bags, placing them on a small hand cart that he would push to the two-story house once guests had been collected. 

“Do you know if Byron has any decent horses for sale?” Devin scuffed his boot on the wooden platform. “I plan on traveling a bit.” 

“He’s got some good stock in this year.” Ellery nodded. “I’m sure he’ll be willing to sell you a horse or two.” 

“Thanks.” Devin smiled, scanning the town once more. “I’ll be along shortly if you don’t mind putting my things in a room. I’m headed to the Grist Mill for some treats.” 

“Once you’ve had one of Rupert’s scones, you can’t resist another.” Ellery winked his grin bright. 

“Tell Miss Polly I’ll be in for dinner.”

“Will do.” Ellery nodded then turned to speak to other arrivals, inviting them to the boardinghouse for a meal or a room. The number of guests seemed to fluctuate depending on the time of year and spring was reasonably slow. However, many travelers heading further west enjoyed a sit-down meal by Polly Esther before boarding the evening train and continuing. Between the boardinghouse and the Grist Mill, food for travelers was abundant in Biders Clump. 

Devin trotted down the stairs, striding toward the only restaurant in town. On his last visit, The Grist Mill had been where he’d found Catherine. She had traveled to Biders Clump to stay with her mother’s oldest friend, who ran the Grist Mill with her brother Tate. 

It would be nice to see the Tate siblings again. He smiled, shaking his head as he thought about this funny little town. 

“Devin? Is that you?” Martha Tate hurried toward him as he stepped inside, walking to the bakery booth. 

“Miss Tate,” the man grinned, flashing his winningest smile. 

“What on earth are you doing in Biders Clump? Is Catherine alright?” 

“Everyone is fine.” Devin cocked a hip, smoothing his brocade red and black vest. “I’m just out exploring.” 

“Oh. Good.” The older woman touched at her gray hair offering a matronly smile. “Your family is well?” 

“Yes, Ma’am.” Devin leaned closer, his eyes sparkling. “I convinced mother that I was heartbroken over Cath and needed time in the wilds to soothe my battered ego.” 

“You didn’t?” 

Devin shrugged. “Miss Tate, my father will have me married to the most eligible girl back home as soon as he can make the right connections. So I figured I’d get out and enjoy my freedom a bit. Apparently, most women don’t appreciate their husbands gallivanting across the states without them.” 

Martha chuckled. “You are a devil, aren’t you?” 

“I try.” 

“So, why Biders Clump?” Martha tipped her head, studying the man’s handsome face. 

“It was fun.” Again the tall, dark figure shrugged. “I thought I’d buy a horse and a pack animal then head into the mountains. I might even ride the pass to California.” 

“That far? Your parents won’t mind?” 

“I’ll check in periodically to let them know how I’m doing.” 

“Look at me nattering at you when you must have come here to eat. Can I get you a table?” 

“No, thank you,” Devin looked longingly at the bakery table. “I’m going to get a couple of Rupert’s scones then head for the livery to make arrangements with Byron.” 

“Well, don’t leave town without stopping by. Tate and I would love to give you a good feed and catch up on how Catherine and Jaden are doing.”

“I’ll be sure to do that,” Devin grinned. 

“What can I get you?” Rupert Rutherford looked up from his table, his crisp English-accented words music to Devin’s ears. 
“Scones, please.” Devin pulled a coin from his pocket. “Is it possible to get them with butter and jam?” 
“Of course,” Rupert grinned. The Englishman had come to Biders Clump a few years earlier and was now married to Priscilla Adams, a renowned cook who helped at the Grist Mill a few days each week. “Shall I wrap them?” 

“That would be perfect. Oh, and can you toss in something that Byron would like. I’m headed to the livery next and a happy hostler might give me a good deal on a horse.” 

“I know just the thing
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