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THE DEVIL’S OWN DESPERADO (republished as A Long Way From Yesterday):

“...is a beautiful story about acceptance and changing for the better...”

~The Romance Reviews

SMOLDER ON A SLOW BURN (republished as South of Forever):

“The strength of the book lies in the characters...a stunning romance...”

~InD’Tale Magazine

WEST OF FORGOTTEN:

“...a suspenseful, sexy thrill ride...A wonderfully satisfying read...”

~InD’Tale Magazine 

A BADGE FOR REDEMPTION:

“An edgy western romance...a wild ride for lovers of historical romance...”

~InD’Tale Magazine

ONE SAINT IN TONICA:

“...a beautifully penned story of life and love in the aftermath of the Civil War...”

~InD’Tale Magazine

Iron Oath Sentinels

Jefferson

It is hard to withstand the heart's desire, and it gets what it wants at the psyche's expense.

~~Heraclitus of Ephesus~~
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Chapter One
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The stagecoach rattled into town twenty minutes late, brake squealing as it came to a shuddering halt. Jeff Howard slouched against the marshal’s office porch rail, one boot hooked on the lower rung, surveying the small town. Echo Ridge never changed: same red dust hanging in the cold air, same distant clangs from the mine headframes, same parade of fools stepping off the Pueblo stage chasing dreams that would bury them before spring. 

This stage carried a new member of the parade, one Miss Eleanor Hayes, her introduction arriving two days prior by way of a telegram sent from some stuffed-shirt attorney down in Amarillo. As the only living heir of the spinster Hayes, Miss Eleanor intended to take possession of her grand-aunt’s estate and would be arriving on the stage out of Pueblo. 

Property claims were half his job in a town this small. Jeff snorted. Estate. More like a crumbling heap. He straightened when the door on the stage swung open, adjusting his coat for the November wind determined to slice through the wool. 

Four passengers disembarked. An obvious snake-oil salesman clutching his sample case. He wouldn’t stay long. No one in town had the money or patience to put up with empty promises. An older couple, gray-haired and bundled tight, who stepped down and stared up at the jagged ridges like the mountains might swallow them whole. Just passing through. He’d bet his badge on that. Then she stepped out.  

She dropped from the boot iron without a wobble, gray wool skirts plain and nondescript as weathered fence posts, a bonnet tied tight under her chin, an overcoat that seemed to swallow her. No glance for help, no flutter of nerves. She planted her boots solid and scanned the street—boardwalk, saloon doors, alley mouths—in one slow, practiced sweep that took less than three heartbeats. Her gaze lingered for another heartbeat on him before she continued her casual survey. 

Jeff’s mouth quirked. The other women who had arrived playing long-lost heir had been clutching a Bible and looking for the preacher. This one cataloged possible threats like she’d done it a hundred times. 

The driver tossed down a small valise. She caught it with both hands, then set it at her feet without looking away from the street. Jeff knew the posture. 

Red O’Malley—three whiskeys deep before noon—staggered off the Lucky Strike porch and lurched her way. An uneven smile twisted his features, revealing tobacco-stained teeth. “Lost, missy? I can show a lady a real welcome.” His laugh came wet and loud. 

She didn’t retreat. Her right hand eased to her skirt seam in a subtle manner, the way most men would miss. Especially if that man was so drunk he’d have a hard time hitting the ground with his hat in three tries. Knife or a pocket advantage? Either way, it could be trouble. Jeff pushed off the rail. 

O’Malley grabbed her sleeve. Before his fingers buried in the fabric, her left hand snapped up, locked his wrist, and twisted. Jeff heard the “pop” seconds before O’Malley howled with pain. She released him onto buckling knees that dropped him onto the frozen mud of the street. 

“You keep your hands off me and I’ll let you keep yours where God put them.”  

O’Malley scuttled backwards like a drunken crab before scrambling to his feet. Rubbing his wrist, he retreated into the relative safety of the saloon.  

Jeff closed the short distance between himself and the woman in a few long strides. She turned before he reached her and swept a frank, steady gaze over him, pausing for a long beat on the lawman’s star pinned to his wool lined jacket. “Problem, ma’am?”

“I’m Eleanor Hayes, Sheriff.” She inclined her head the barest fraction, a wayward tendril of honey blonde hair brushing across her cheek. “Problem handled.” 

“Rather handily, I’d say. It’s Marshal. Marshal Jeff Howard, Miss Hayes.” He hooked a thumb toward the retreating miner. “Most ladies arriving to claim the Hayes place scream or faint at their first introduction to Echo Ridge. You twisted his wrist like you’ve practiced on bigger game.”

Her mouth curved into a ghost of a smile without the slightest warmth to it. “Most ladies haven’t spent years dodging bigger game, Marshal Howard.”

Jeff studied her. The town had heard “only heir” enough times to yawn, but this woman didn’t carry herself as someone who’d spent her life waiting for a legacy. His gaze moved over her slender face and her arresting eyes. He would be hard pressed to define the color, other than whiskey flecked with gold. Fool’s gold, most likely. “Papers for the claim on the spinster’s house?”  

She fished a folded document from the valise and handed it over.  

He skimmed the creased document. The ink was faded, the seal chipped, but the territorial clerk’s signature looked real enough in the wan light of a November afternoon. He refolded the papers and handed them back. “Welcome to Echo Ridge, Miss Hayes. The place at the end of Ridge Street’s been leaking on the kids since the old lady coughed her last. Good luck keeping the roof on and the little ones fed.” 

“I’ve managed worse than roof leaks and hungry mouths.” She tucked the paper into the valise.

A beat stretched. Jeff let it. Then he gave the smile he reserved for cardsharps and claim-jumpers. “Funny thing about the folks who showed up claiming to be the old lady’s heirs. They were either desperate for riches or frightened of their own shadows. You don’t strike me as either. Unlike all the others, you’re not arguing about having to assume responsibility for those foundlings she took into her house.” 

Her whiskey-colored gaze never wavered. “The papers say that is a condition of being her heir. Another funny thing about heirs: sometimes it takes a long time to find them. Aunt Eleanor and I didn’t correspond much at all.”

Jeff snorted softly, almost amused. “At least you’re not claiming to be heartbroken by her passing.”

“I met her once when I was a young child. A broken heart often requires some knowledge of the deceased.” She lifted the valise. “If you’ll excuse me, Marshal, I’ve got a roof to patch.”

Jeff watched her go, the set of her shoulders screaming trouble in a way no self-proclaimed distant heir ever had. Instincts he had honed during the War of Northern Aggression and then blowing bridges and supply trains for the Juaristas in Vera Cruz prickled along his spine and lifted the hair on his nape. He knew explosive trouble when it walked into his town. And, this one carried her own fuse. 
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Constance Gwynne, or Miss Eleanor Hayes until the name wore thin, turned off Ridge Street onto the narrow track that led to the house. The valise bumped against her lower leg with every measured step. The wind had dropped, leaving the cold to press against her skin like a warning, though the cold wasn’t as heavy against her as the weight of the marshal’s gaze she was certain remained on her back. 

The house squatted at the end of the lane. Its adobe walls were cracked, the façade in desperate need of a new layer of mud. Mismatched boards covered broken windows. Years of snow and neglect buckled the roof from the peak to the eaves. A thin curl of smoke rose from the chimney, a darker gray against a slate-gray sky. She paused at the sagging gate, scanning the yard. A broken wagon wheel was half-buried in weeds, the chicken coop door hung by one hinge, while a single goat tethered to a post chewed on what looked like the remains of a feed sack. 

No one came out to greet her, not that she was expecting anything from the squatting tenants. No curious faces peered out the single, unbroken window. Only the faint sound of voices inside reached her, voices high, sharp, and overlapping like crows arguing over scraps.  

The gate groaned with her firm push against it, but it surrendered and swung open. She crossed the yard, boots crunching on frozen dirt. The narrow porch creaked with ominous intent when she stepped onto the warped boards. 

Even the wind muted for the silence answering her knock. She set her carpetbag down and knocked again, firmer and more insistent. Scrambling steps coupled with a furtive hissing “Shhhh” answered her second rapping on the bowing frame. The door cracked open a bare inch.

Constance crossed her arms under her breasts and lowered her gaze to a girl who couldn’t have been more than nine. Mousey brown hair gathered into tangled braids framed a face smudged with dirt and heaven only knew what else. Bright color marked the girl’s nose and jutting cheekbones over pinched cheeks. Her dark brown eyes widened, then narrowed. 

“You the new lady?” The child hadn’t opened the door any further and seemed intent on blocking her entrance.

Constance kept her expression blank. “I am. Miss Hayes.” 

The girl studied her a long moment, then jerked her head toward the dim interior. “You better come in before the little one climbs the walls.”  

Constance stepped inside. The air hit her like a fist, a blending of woodsmoke, sour milk, unwashed bodies, and the faint metallic tang of fear. A single lamp on a scarred table threw long, undulating shadows across the room. The children stared at her from various positions in the room: one boy perched on the back of a broken settee, another boy crouched near the smoldering hearth poking at ashes with a stick, and a child just past infancy, barely walking, clung to the girl’s skirt.  

The one who had opened the door crossed her arms. “I’m Susan.” She gestured to each child as she rattled off the names. “That’s Tommy, he’s the oldest. Ben. Baby ain’t got a name. We call him ‘Pip.’”

Constance skimmed her gaze over each child in turn, looking for any similarities between them. All they seemed to have in common were threadbare, poorly patched clothing, pinched features, noses red with the cold, and expressions of suspicion. Tommy was rangy, somewhere between grass and hay. His poker straight black hair hung in lank curtains around his face, hiding the color of his eyes. She scrutinized him until he slid down the back of the settee to sit properly on the seat. 

Her attention turned to the red-headed Ben. A smattering of freckles dusted his nose and cheeks, made all the more prominent by the bright blue of his eye color. Despite the difference in hair and eye color, there was a marked semblance between Susan and Ben. Pip’s head was wreathed with sandy brown curls. 

“Folks said somebody’d come claim the place. Nobody did. Till now.” Ben’s gaze skipped over her, lingering for several long heartbeats on the valise in her hand. “You stayin’?”  

Constance set the valise down with deliberate care. The floorboards creaked under her weight. She took in the room: cracked plaster, one window boarded over, a kettle hanging cold over the hearth, a single blanket draped over the settee, a narrow bed in the corner stacked high with quilts. She said nothing. 

Susan’s chin lifted. “We ain’t leavin’. This is home.”  

“I’m not here to throw anyone out.” She met the girl’s gaze without softening while she unbuttoned her oversized coat with deliberation. In measured movements, she folded it over the back of a rickety chair. As cold as it was in the house, she left her scarf wrapped around her throat. “I’m here to stay.”  

A sudden silence dropped over the children as each seemed to be weighing the authenticity of her words. A snort from the black-haired boy on the settee announced his disbelief. “You look like you ain’t never stayed nowhere long.”  

She turned her head just enough to meet his eyes, had she been able to see them through the curtain of his hair. If any of these supposedly feral children were going to challenge her, it would be Tommy. To his credit, he looked away quickly, either unwilling to accept her silent challenge or unable to back up his proclamation. 

Pip whimpered, tugging at Susan’s skirt. Susan scooped him up without looking away from Constance. “You know how to cook?”  

“That rather depends on what’s in the larder.” Constance pulled her gaze from Tommy. “I can keep people from starving.”  

Ben stabbed a poker into the few remaining coals on the hearth, pushing them closer to one another. “We ain’t starved. Yet. But the goat’s dry and the chickens quit layin’ after the last snow.” 

A handful of kindling sat beside the cold pot-bellied stove, barely enough for an hour burn time. She rolled up her sleeves without comment. The scars on her forearms, eerily resembling railroad tracks, caught the lamplight for half a second before she turned away. “If you want to eat, firewood needs brought into the house.”  

Susan tilted her head to the small child on her hip. “You sayin’ we gotta work to eat?” 

Other than Pip, every gaze locked onto her, both challenging and fearful, as if she might suddenly grow fangs and claws.

“I’m saying without a fire, it’s impossible to cook anything to eat.” Constance kept her tone flat. “Who fetches the firewood and who fetches water?”

“Me and Ben get firewood. Susan fetches the water, ‘cuz cooking is women’s work.” Tommy slid off the settee. “Pump froze last week. We’ve been melting snow.”  

Constance bit back a scathing comment about women’s work. “Show me the pump.”

He hesitated, then nodded. Constance followed Tommy to the back door, Ben trailing. The yard behind the house was worse than the front. A collapsed shed leaned precariously to a side, a washboard stood upright in a rusted washtub of ice. A sizable hill of empty, rusty tins occupied a back corner. The only thing that even spoke to children residing in the house was a rope swing swaying in the gusting wind. 

The pump stood crooked beside the wellhead. Ice gleamed along the metal surface. Tommy kicked at the base. “The girl’s been hauling water from the creek half a mile away. Takes all day.” 

“Do not refer to her again as ‘the girl.’ She has a name, just as you do.” 

“No one in town says her name. Calls her ‘the girl.’ Calls him—” Tommy’s chin jerked at the younger boy. “—’the boy.’ Calls me—” 

“Then, be better than them. You all have given names. I expect you to use those names.” Constance walked around the pump. She gripped the handle, testing the ice. Cold bit deep into her fingers but a small cracking sound encouraged her. She pulled her scarf off and wrapped it around her hand. A hard pull on the handle cracked more of the ice. Another pull forced a shriek of metal on metal, but the ice gave way. Several pumps of the handle and water coughed from the spigot, brown at first. She continued to pump the handle until the water ran steady and clear. 

Tommy’s mouth fell open. “You fixed it.” 

“Nothing needed fixed. Just needed the right leverage to break the ice without breaking the pump.” Constance lowered the handle. She directed her words at the two boys. “Go get the bucket and then take firewood in.” 

Tommy drew himself up to protest the water hauling duty but before he could form a word, a wail of fear sounded from the depths of the ramshackle house. Ben and Tommy spun around, halting when Constance grabbed them by the collars of their shirts. “Stay outside.”

She didn’t wait to see if they would follow her directions. With long strides that weren’t quite a run but faster than a walk, she returned to the house. Susan had Pip on her hip in a corner of the room, far from the shattered chimney of the lamp. Oil puddled on the floor, one edge blazing. 

Constance kicked the broken lamp into the fireplace hearth, the flames trailing from the oily, burning puddle to the hearth. With nothing else at hand, she snatched the blanket off the settee and smothered the fire, stomping out the stubborn flames. When the fire finally died, the overwhelming odor of burned wool and lamp oil permeated the confined space. 

Using her foot to wad the blanket up, she deliberately met the eyes of each child. To their credit, Ben and Tommy stood just outside the back door. They stayed outside, as she had ordered. The longer she let her gaze linger on each child, the more her gut twisted. They were waiting for her anger, or for some form of physical pain. Perhaps worse was the realization they expected her to pick up her valise and coat and leave. 

She knelt and carefully dropped the pieces of the broken chimney into the oil-sodden blanket. “No one is hurt. That’s what matters.” 

“That’s our only blanket. All four of us had to share it.” Hurt and anger cascaded off Tommy’s words. “Think that matters?”

Constance glanced over her shoulder at the narrow bed in a far corner of the room. The neatly folded quilts on the lumpy mattress formed an impressive stack. As she stood, she wadded the blanket into a parcel to keep the glass from falling again to the floor. She jerked her chin at the bed. “What are those?”

“We ain’t allowed to touch ‘em.” The anger in Tommy’s voice deepened. “We was told they ain’t ours.”

“Everything in this house, those quilts included, now belongs to me.” Constance strode to the door and threw the thin blanket into the yard. She would deal with that in the morning. “Except for one, I am giving them to all of you.”

It was almost laughable the manner the children exchanged startled, disbelieving glances. Laughable except too well she knew that disbelief. “Well, hop to it. Ben, you and Tommy hand the quilts out.”

“Pip, too?” Susan spoke from her corner. 

Constance turned to the narrow bed. “How many are there?”

“Nine.” Ben’s voice was choked. “There’s nine here.” 

“Pip, too.” Constance felt the weight of Tommy’s gaze on her. His disbelief had deepened, grown colder with the anger simmering in his eyes. “If you’d rather not hand out the quilts, the firewood still is needed and water needs brought into the house.” 

Without a word, Tommy turned on his heel. Susan handed Pip to Ben. “I’ll get the water.” 

As she walked past her, Susan softly said, “It was my fault. I wasn’t watching Pip and he grabbed the table leg. It almost fell on him. I couldn’t catch the lamp in time.” 

“I see.” Constance watched Tommy’s angry strides carry him across the yard. “When you come in with the water, we’ll discuss how to prevent this happening again.”

Susan swallowed. “You gonna yell?”  

“No.” Constance busied herself with cataloging the meager contents of the larder. “Fear is an unforgiving teacher. I believe you have learned your lesson.” 

“Are you stayin’?” Susan hesitated on the threshold, her dark eyes filling with something more frightening than disbelief. Hope. 

Hope was more unforgiving than fear. Hope lied. It crushed everything in its path. And, no matter how much she wanted to quell that hope, because hope made people weak, made them easily hurt, she couldn’t force the words out to destroy that hope. Instead, she softly said, “I’m staying, for now.” 

The wind picked up again, rattling loose boards against the façade. Somewhere down the street, a dog barked.

Susan nodded and walked out to the well. 
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Chapter Two
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Under her supervision, Tommy had built the fire in the hearth. Warmth filled the one-room house and the light of the fire almost compensated for the loss of the lantern. The two boys were on the settee, Tommy reading in a halting cadence from a worn Bible, the only book in the house. Ben held Pip on his lap. Susan stood at the table near her, watching as she diced five rather limp carrots. The question of where the vegetables had come from had gone unanswered, though she had a strong suspicion how they had arrived in the house. Items easily lifted from the outside boxes at the mercantile. 

Three firm raps on the door shot like a blast of frigid air off the mountains through the room. As one, the three boys came off the settee, Tommy dropping the Bible to the floor while Ben thrust Pip at Susan. 

“Sit back down, now.” Constance lowered the knife then wiped her hands on a rag with even, deliberate motions. She rolled her shirt sleeves down, and buttoned the cuffs as she added, “There is no reason at all for every one of you to bolt like wild animals.” 

Ben did as ordered. Tommy paused long enough to pick up the Bible. With a gesture over the table and the meal preparation, Constance added, “I will return to this in a few moments. Do not touch the knife.”

She paused at the door, hand resting near the seam of her skirt where her single-shot derringer weighed heavy in her pocket. 

Another knock ricocheted through the house with the same patient rhythm. 

She opened the door a crack, just enough to see the marshal framed in the fading light. Jeff stood on the step, hat in one hand, a burlap sack slung over his shoulder. His coat was buttoned against the cold, but his posture was loose, almost lazy. Almost.  

“Miss Hayes.” He dipped his head in greeting. “Evening.”  

She didn’t step back, instead used her form to block his entrance and sight into the house. “Marshal.” 

He lifted the sack a fraction. “Brought a few things from the mercantile. Flour, corn meal, beans, a little salt pork. Figured you could use it for the kids while you settle in.”  

Constance studied him. The sack looked heavy, but he carried it with ease. His gaze flickered past her shoulder into the room. She shifted her weight, blocking more of the view.  

“That’s kind,” she said. “We’ll manage.” 

A faint smile touched one corner of his mouth, the kind that didn’t reach his eyes. In the fading light, she couldn’t discern their color. He leaned one shoulder against the doorframe, as casual as if he was discussing the weather. “Most folks would say thank you.” 

The drawl coloring his voice deepened, softened the words. It wasn’t French-Creole. It was much closer to Cajun. She recognized it for the times she had affected that drawl in one of Kane’s cons. His wasn’t an affection, it was real, nuancing every syllable. 

“Thank you.” She kept the words flat, polite, with just enough edge to forestall any desire on his part for chit-chat. 

He didn’t hand over the sack or take her hint. “Mind if I step inside? Cold out here, and I’d like to see the children are still in one piece. They’ve got a habit of wandering where they shouldn’t.” 

Susan whispered something sharp to Tommy. Constance felt the shift of their small bodies tensing, drawing back. She kept her face blank. “They’re fine. Warm enough. I was in the middle of preparing supper.” 

Jeff’s gaze lingered on her. “Still. Town expects the marshal to check on new arrivals with kids in the house. Safety and all.” 

“Safety. Yes. Even though it seems they’ve been left to their own devices for quite some time now.” Constance considered her options. Shut the door in his face for the blatant lie of checking on their safety or let him in and risk more questions she didn’t want to answer. 

She stepped aside. Just enough. With two long strides, she stood behind the settee, her hands dropping onto Tommy’s shoulders. In a whisper she prayed the boy would hear, she said, “Keep reading” and then added, in a louder voice, intended to be heard by the marshal, “Children, Marshal Howard is here to ascertain for himself that I’m keeping you warm and fed.”  

Tommy gulped in a breath as if to say something. She tightened her fingers on his shoulders. “Just keep reading from the Psalms, please.” 

Jeff stopped in the center of the room, sack still over his shoulder. He looked around without hurry. He couldn’t miss the meager offerings on the table, the beans soaking near the sink, the quilts no longer stacked on the bed but scattered around the room. His mouth quirked again. “Cozy. You might want to light a lamp so the boy can see better to read.”  

Tommy lifted his chin. “I can see just fine.”  

Jeff’s gaze flicked to the boy, then back to Constance. “Never said you couldn’t. Said you could see better.” He set the sack on the table with care. “Just making sure no one’s freezing or starving on my watch.”  

“His name is Tommy, Marshal, not ‘the boy’. I would prefer that people use their given names.” Constance crossed her arms. “As you can see, we’re neither starving nor freezing. Is there anything else?” 

His gaze drifted around the room again, lingering on the pieces of broken glass in the hearth glittering among the flames. “Mercantile’s got lamp oil, if you’re out.”  

“Thank you for your concern.”

Another faint smile—sharper this time. “Most ladies would be crying over the roof leaks or begging the church ladies for help. You’ve got the place half-organized already. Almost like you’ve done this before.”  

Constance met his eyes without blinking. “It’s not that difficult to organize a place when there is so little.”  

Jeff snorted softly. “C’est vrai...that’s true.” He glanced at the children again. They stared back with wary silence. “You lot been giving Miss Hayes trouble?” 

Tommy spoke before Constance could stop him. “She fixed the pump. And put out the fire when Pip knocked the lamp over.”  

Ben added just as quickly, “She ain’t scared of nothing.”

Jeff’s brows lifted a fraction. 

Constance stepped forward, placing herself between him and the boys sitting rigidly on the settee. “They’re children, Marshal. Not trouble.” 

He studied her a long moment. “They’ve got sticky fingers and faster feet than most. I’ve chased them out of the mercantile twice this month.” His voice stayed even, but the cynicism edged in. “Didn’t figure they’d take to a stranger so quick.”  

Susan bristled more than an angry porcupine. “She ain’t a stranger to us now.”  

Jeff’s mouth twitched. “You seem to have a gift for settling strays, Miss Hayes.”  

Trouble. Strays. Not children. Not even orphans. Trouble. Strays. She went to the door and jerked it wide open. “Is there anything else, Marshal? I would like to finish preparing supper.” 

A beat stretched. Jeff tipped his head, studying her the way a man studies a fuse he isn’t sure is lit. “I’ll leave you to it. If you need anything my office is down on Main. Middle of the night, most folks know to find me at Polly’s boarding house.”  

He turned toward the door. Before he walked past her and over the threshold, he paused and looked back over his shoulder at the children as still as statues. “Watch the nights, Miss Hayes. Cold snaps come fast. And not every stray is as harmless as this lot.” 

Constance refused to break his gaze. “I’ve handled worse than cold.” 

He gave her a short, almost amused nod as he settled his hat onto his head. “I believe you have.” 

Constance waited until his footsteps faded on the frozen dirt and his tall, imposing form melted into the encroaching night. She dug her nails into the door to prevent herself from slamming it shut. Then she turned back to the room.  

The children stared at her, still with disbelief but also with that disconcerting, burgeoning hope. Tommy came off the settee as she began to remove the contents of the burlap sack. “Did you mean that?” 

Flour, more beans, a sack of corn meal, salt pork, a tin of apples, and a small sack of coffee emerged from the sack. “Did I mean what?”

“That we ain’t trouble.” 

Constance paused and glanced down at the table. She drew in a long breathe. “Are you trouble?”

When Tommy didn’t answer, Constance picked up her knife and resumed dicing the carrots. She cut the hunk of salt pork into small, bite sized pieces. “Susan, get a bowl and put this salt pork in it, then dump it into the beans.”

While Susan gathered up the salt pork, Constance was too aware of Tommy standing on the opposite side of the table, his gaze once more angry and bitter through the curtain of his black hair. “Tommy, if you believe you are trouble, you have two choices.” The knife making contact with the cutting board as it sliced through the carrots punctuated every word. “You can either get better at being trouble so you don’t get caught, or—and this is the choice I would prefer you to make—you stop being trouble. No matter how good you are at being trouble, sooner or later, you will be caught.”   

“You think we’re trouble. Them was just words. You didn’t mean it.” 

Constance bit back the placating words, smothered the desire to soothe his pain. She silently scooped the carrot pieces up and dropped them into the pot. “Again, you have choices. If you believe I did not mean it, that you believe I think you’re trouble, you can either prove me wrong or prove me right. The choice is yours. It will always be yours.”

****
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Jeff stepped off the porch of the Hayes house and pulled his coat collar higher. The wind had turned mean with the fading light. The lane back to Main Street was narrow, rutted, and already glazing with frost. He walked slow, steps deliberate on the frozen dirt.  

Echo Ridge stretched out ahead. Lamps still flickered in the mercantile, the Lucky Strike’s batwing doors were propped open to allow the full sided doors to be used to keep the cold out. Two miners pushed their way through those doors for the evening pour. A few horses tied at the hitching rail breathed steam into the darkness. The town looked almost peaceful if he ignored the way the La Platas loomed like a foreboding presence.  

He let his mind turn over what he’d just seen.  

The woman—Miss Hayes, or whoever she really was—hadn’t warmed to him at all when he stepped inside. Hadn’t offered coffee or small talk or even the barest pretense of gratitude beyond two clipped words. Most newcomers would have been tripping over themselves to explain the state of the place, apologize for the mess, ask for help. She’d stood there like the house was hers by right of conquest, supper preparations on the table, and the children looking to her as if they’d already decided she was the wall between them and the world. 

And the children. Feral little things, every one of them. He’d chased Tommy and Ben out of the livery twice in the last month for trying to steal out of travelers’ saddlebags or small coins from the unguarded till and had caught Susan filching apples from the mercantile crates more than once. They usually scattered when they saw him coming—ducked behind barrels or melted into alleys. Tonight they’d stood their ground. Somehow, she had won their trust in a few short hours. 

That rankled more than it should.  

He snorted to himself, breath fogging. He knew what it looked like when someone earned loyalty the hard way. He’d earned that kind of trust because the men around him learned he could blow a bridge for Ol’ Marse Lee without blowing them up along with it. Loyalty was the only manner an uneducated, barely literate son of a dirt-poor farmer could have been voted into an officer’s rank. Men and certainly children followed the person who kept them fed and breathing. 

She moved like someone who’d practiced being seen but not noticed until she’d positioned herself between him and the kids in a subtle, but deliberate manner. Just like the way her hand had hovered near her skirt seam when she opened the door and the way she answered questions without giving answers.  

I’ve handled worse than cold.

He paused and looked over his shoulder at the Hayes’ place. Handled worse than cold encompassed a lot of things, including the need to learn how to twist a man’s wrist like she was tuning a fiddle string. Learning that would have come from a darker place. 

He reached Main Street, turned toward the marshal’s office. A couple of miners nodded as he passed; he returned the greeting without slowing. The Lucky Strike’s piano clanked out something tinny and off-key. 

By the time he reached the office porch, the sky had gone full dark, stars sharp as knife points overhead. He paused at the rail and leaned onto both elbows. The house at the end of Ridge Street drew his attention. The old house was just a smudge of shadow now, a faint glow in the window.  

He’d only been in Echo Ridge for a few weeks before Spinster Hayes had given up the ghost. This woman might be carrying the old woman’s name but he would bet his year’s salary it wasn’t her real name. He had no idea why he thought that, but there was something about her...The papers looked right, but papers could be forged. He’d seen enough during the war—false orders, stolen identities, men vanishing under new names to escape the noose or the firing squad.

Jeff rubbed a hand over his jaw, feeling the stubble rasp. He really should have shaved. He pushed off the rail and opened the office door. The stove was low; he fed it a couple of sticks and watched the flames catch. The wanted posters tacked to the wall drew his attention. None of them matched her face or description. 

The thud of his boot heels on the edge of the desk sounded abnormally loud in the chilly silence. He leaned back in the chair and flipped open a dog-eared copy of Benjamin Franklin’s autobiography. 

A few hours later, Jeff slapped the book down on the desk. He couldn’t force his thoughts away from the latest woman claiming to be heir to the Old Spinster. He blew out the lamp and stepped into the night. The cold gripped him, sharp and unyielding, the kind that seeped into bones and stayed there. He pulled his hat lower, coat collar up and started down Main Street toward the boardinghouse. 

The town had gone quiet, lamps doused in most windows, the Lucky Strike’s piano silenced. Only the occasional dog bark broke the silence, or the distant howl from the ridges where coyotes hunted. He passed the mercantile, boards creaking underfoot. Hargrove had thrown in the sack of coffee as an extra when Jeff picked up the supplies—said it was for the kids, but Jeff knew better. Hargrove liked to gossip more than he liked to sell, and Miss Hayes had fresh fodder written all over her. By morning, half of Echo Ridge would know about the wrist-twist on O’Malley and the marshal’s visit to the Hayes place. 

Let them talk. Talk was cheap. He doubted any gossip would bother her. He turned the corner onto the side street. A single, low-pitched lamp flickered in one of the front windows of the boarding house. Polly Landry kept a pot of stew warm for late nights, but he wasn’t hungry. His mind kept circling back to the house on Ridge Street. The way she’d blocked his view of the room. The unmistakable protectiveness radiating from her when she put herself between him and those boys. The way her gaze had locked onto him without a flicker, no warmth, and no fear. And those eyes—whiskey brown flecked with gold. He was certain his first thought of that gold being fool’s gold would be proven more accurate than he wanted. 

Jeff climbed the back steps of the boardinghouse, door creaking as he pushed inside. His room was spare: a bed, washstand, a single chair by the window, though he never sat in that chair. It served as a make-shift bookcase, the books stacked on the seat. He had engineering manuals scavenged from a burned-out supply wagon in Vera Cruz, a book on chemistry, a dog-eared history of the Roman legions he’d picked up in Santa Fe. Self-study. The low man’s way up. He’d taught himself to read fuses, to calculate powder loads, to command men who outranked him in birth but not in brains. He sat on the edge of the bed and pulled off his boots. 

The room was cold; he’d let the stove die out that morning. No matter. Cold kept a man sharp. He lay back, stared at the ceiling cracks. Miss Hayes. Eleanor. The name didn’t fit her any more than the bonnet did. She carried secrets like he carried powder scars—deep, hidden, ready to ignite. The children saw a savior. He saw a spark in a powder keg. 

Jeff closed his eyes. Sleep came slow, and when it did, his dreams filled with market places exploding, faces lost in the blast. And a woman with whiskey eyes, watching him from the smoke.
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Chapter Three
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Constance woke before dawn. The room remained dark except for the faint gray light seeping around the edges of the boarded window. She lay still for a moment, listening. Four small bodies breathed in uneven rhythm around her. She had put Susan, and Pip into the narrow bed. The two boys had decided to combine their quilts into a sleeping pallet near the hearth. Long after they had fallen asleep, she had remained on the settee, legs curled under her, staring into the deeply banked coals on the hearth until sleep had lured her into its embrace. 

The wind moaned over the roof, reminding her that it would have to be repaired. Soon. The next heavy snow would bring it down around their heads. That it was late November and the heavy snows hadn’t come yet was a small miracle. Broken windows had to be replaced. From the looks of their clothing and shoes, the children all needed new garments. And heavy coats. And mittens. 

They weren’t her responsibility. Eleanor Hayes didn’t exist, no more than any of the other aliases she had used while working for Ezra Kane. She’d planned for this to be little more than a detour to plan her next move. She hadn’t expected to find the object of a hefty bounty in a place as small as Echo Ridge. She interrupted her thoughts with a snort. If she was going to collect that bounty, she needed to continue her role
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