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Kristina Hall is gifted at crafting stories that are a nice blend of tension and relief. Trouble in Dry Springs combines adventure and suspense with a developing romance in a way that kept me hooked until the end. Even though I am not typically a fan of westerns, this one kept me turning pages, wanting to know how everything would turn out. I'm glad it's part of a series, because now that I'm invested in the characters, I want to see all of them get their happy ever after! 

—Judith McNees, author of the Tranquil Shores Sweet Christian Romance series 

Trouble in Dry Springs is a thoroughly enjoyable Western! With danger and mystery and budding romance. Eliza and Jesse are characters you won’t be able to get enough of, while Mrs. Reilly and Mr. Peterson will keep you entertained!

—Kaytlin Phillips, author of World of Silence and The Dragon Prince Chronicles

Exploring Dry Springs for the first time was an exciting adventure through imagination! Rife with suspense, danger, and a touch of romance, you will be hooked and rooting for the characters as they navigate outlaws, uncertain relationships, and a sinister plot that only continues to deepen the drama. Perfect for anyone looking for a feel good, action-packed, faith-filled Western.

—Abbigail Raine B., author of The Guardian: A Three Sisters Novel

If you're looking for a thrilling and heartwarming adventure that will keep you on the edge of your seat from start to finish, look no further than this incredible novel, Trouble in Dry Springs, by Kristina Hall. From the first page to the last, you'll be swept up in the epic tale of Eliza, Jesse, and Anson as they navigate the dangers of their new life in Dry Springs, Texas. The characters are richly drawn and full of depth, each one facing their own unique challenges and struggles as they learn to trust in God's plan for their lives. The romance between Eliza and Jesse is beautifully done, and the themes of faith and hope are woven throughout the story in such a powerful way. I can't recommend this book enough—it's a must read for anyone who loves Christian romance and Western tales! 

—Donnah M. Cole, author of The Traitor’s Post

Trouble in Dry Springs is a well-written, captivating Western story that had me engaged from the first few pages. The characters are well-developed with layers to discover that will keep you guessing as the story unfolds. The story is filled with danger, moments of compassion, and faith. A well-rounded story that has everything you would expect from author Kristina Hall. Highly Recommended.

—J.E. Grace, author of The Watchmaker's Series 

Hall penned a delightful, engaging tale filled with faith, courage, honor, and sweet romance. If you are a fan of Christian historical romances, I highly encourage you to read Trouble in Dry Springs. 

—Madisyn Carlin, author of The Redwyn Chronicles

This rugged western had me turning page after page with danger around every corner. Kristina Hall has a way of crafting words and weaving them into an incredible tale, making me feel as if I’m right smack in the middle of the action. I cannot wait to read more of this story as the series continues. Trouble in Dry Springs is my favorite book from her to date. 

—Rebecca Trump, author of At Last My Love 

Well-developed characters and a strong storyline will keep you turning the pages in this latest book by Author Kristina Hall. 

—Penny Zeller, author of the Wyoming Sunrise Series

With lovable characters, an engaging plot, and a sweet romance, Trouble in Dry Springs is a must-read for fans of historical Christian fiction. You'll have plenty of good guys to root for and bad guys to abhor, all in a beautiful and realistic setting of the Old West. With truth-filled themes and humor interspersed, this novel is a Western you will struggle to put down.

—Vanessa Hall, author of the Grace Sufficient series
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Dry Springs, Texas

Summer 1866
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“We’ve come a long way, Eliza. A long way.”

Eliza McCoslin smiled up at Anson and resettled her gloved hand on his arm.

Yes, they’d come a long way. A long way from war-ravaged Mississippi. A long way from the hungry years she’d spent battling that farm.

A hot breeze tugged at her parasol, carrying with it the laughter of a group of ladies headed for the mercantile and the thud of hoofbeats against the hard-packed dirt road.

“You’re quiet.” Her brother’s baritone cut above the hollow echo of her heels on the boardwalk. “Are you feeling well?”

“Of course.” She let her lips tilt into another smile. “Except these boots are pinching my feet.”

Lines creased his forehead. “If those aren’t comfortable, I’ll get you another pair.”

“Oh, no.” She shouldn’t have said anything. “I’m sure they just need to be worn a few more times.”

His forehead smoothed, and he brushed his hand down the front of his black frock coat. “And you’re happy here?”

“Of course. I’m so grateful you’re alive and—and well.” Even though the lack of letters all those years had been compelling evidence otherwise.

He patted her hand. “Spoken like a good sister.”

A couple of ladies stared at them, then ducked into the café. 

Anson chuckled. “You’ll get used to them.”

“It’s a little ... unnerving.” To say the least.

The stares. The whispers. The heads bent together in gossip. The knowing sneers.

“Good thing most of their men don’t think the same way.” He glanced both ways and guided her across the street to the opposing boardwalk. “I should get you home. I need to head to the saloon.”

“So soon? I thought we could have supper together.” Instead of leaving her in a house full of near strangers for yet another night. 

But she had no right to complain. He’d done so much for her.

“Another time.”

“Of course.” She had to stop saying that. Someday soon, they’d fall back into the easy camaraderie they’d shared before he’d gone off to the war.

But a little discomfort was to be expected. After all, she’d been in Dry Springs only three weeks. Not nearly long enough to get acclimated to the town and reacquainted with Anson.

“Don’t let the busybodies bother you.”

A wagon rumbled by, and a baby’s cry split the air.

“I’m sure they’re nice once you get to know them.” And if she didn’t bear the McCoslin name that labeled Dry Springs’s only saloon.

He tipped his head back and laughed.

She laughed along with him. Just like they’d used to around the table with Ma and Pa.

But tailored clothes, slick hair, and an abundance of charm had replaced that Anson. Had left a stranger in his place.

No. He was still Anson. He was still her brother.

A few changes were to be expected after five years.

She adjusted her fingers on her parasol. “I’m sorry if I don’t seem grateful enough.” Grateful for the house, food, wardrobe, servants, and mount he’d provided for her. Grateful that he’d brought her here. 

He glanced down at her, those lines back on his forehead. “Having you here is thanks enough. No need to thank me at least twice a day.”

But there was so much to be thankful for.

He was alive and here with her.

A gentleman nodded to Anson and stepped into the bank.

She cleared her throat. “One of your customers?” If that’s what they were even called.

One side of his mouth curved up. “He’s quite the regular.”

Oh, she shouldn’t have asked. The less she knew, the less she’d be up at night wondering. Wondering what he was doing. Wondering what kind of men surrounded him. Wondering if he’d come home.

Just like she’d wondered for five long years.
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McCoslin’s Saloon.

Jesse Carrigan tied off his horse at the hitching rail in front of the two-story building bearing those white block letters.

Lieutenant McCoslin had never mentioned any aspirations of owning a saloon, but McCoslin wasn’t a common name.

He stepped onto the boardwalk and strode through the swinging doors.

Ma would have a fit if she knew, but if the lieutenant were the owner—and if he were here—he’d know better than anyone what jobs this town offered.

Air a bit cooler than that of outside brushed across his sweaty face, and dimness swallowed him.

He blinked a few times.

A bar, backed by shelves of liquor, stood in front of him, and a few tables and chairs lurked toward the rear of the room. At this time of afternoon, only a couple of men stood at the bar, and a few others occupied the tables.

He braced his hands on the bar’s slick surface. 

The bartender glanced up, a towel and a glass in his hands. “What can I get ya?”

“Nothing.” Maybe that’d make Ma’s fit a little less violent. “What’s the owner’s name?”

“McCoslin.” The bartender scowled. “Can’t you read?”

Well, he hadn’t asked the question right. “His full name.”

The man’s scowl deepened. “Nosy, ain’t ya?”

Pushing wouldn’t get him anywhere. He’d wait the bartender out.

Footsteps clattered on the stairs, and Lieutenant McCoslin strode across the saloon floor, his features hard. “Is there a problem down—” The hardness eased into a grin. “Carrigan. I never expected to see you here.”

“I could say the same.”

The lieutenant closed the distance between them and slapped him on the shoulder. “Come sit down. Sanders, bring him a water.”

He followed McCoslin to a table and sat.

McCoslin leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. “I should give you a tour of the place. Pretty impressive if I do say so myself. Won it in a game of poker along with a fancy house down the street and some land.”

And he’d likely employed a few tricks to win the game if he were the same McCoslin he’d been during the war. 

The bartender pounded a glass of water on the table and stalked away.

A laugh built in his chest. Friendly fellow. 

He downed half the water. “Sounds like you’ve been well.” And his establishment was doing well for him too if his clothes were any indication.

“I have.” McCoslin grinned. “You look like you’ve had it rough.”

A good transition for what he needed to say. “Have you heard of any work around here?”

“Sure I have. Not much though. Peterson over at the livery was saying he can’t keep a man on there. He’s run through ten in four months. And the Smiths at the mercantile are looking for a man to stock shelves and help out around there.”

Either would be a good position, but he’d check the livery first.

McCoslin tipped his head toward the bar. “Sanders, bring me a whiskey.” He returned his attention to Jesse. “How have your folks been?”

“Just fine. They’re still working the farm in Alabama.”

McCoslin accepted the whiskey from the bartender and tossed it back. “Good to hear. Good to hear.”

No, he wouldn’t torture himself by asking about Eliza. He’d had his chance with her years ago. And he’d lost it years ago.

She’d be twenty-five by now. Just a month younger than he was. 

She had to be married. Probably with two or three children.

“How long have you had this place?”

“Coming up on a year.” McCoslin set his glass on the table. “I brought Eliza out here a few weeks ago. She’s settling in fine.”

She wasn’t married. Or she’d been widowed.

Something in his chest tightened. 

Those flashing brown eyes. That mischievous smile. 

“How is she?” Words that shouldn’t come out so rough.

The lieutenant tilted his head and narrowed his eyes. “I said she’s settling in just fine.”

“Good.” He took another drink of water. “Good to hear.”

McCoslin raised an eyebrow. “I know she’d like it if you joined us for dinner tomorrow. Say around one?”
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The ornate clock on the parlor wall inched closer to one.

She settled on the sofa, adjusted her skirts, and clasped her gloved hands.

In only a few minutes, she’d see him. Yet how would he act? Would he have changed as much as Anson had? Would he be a distant stranger or the boy she’d grown up with?

Footsteps sounded in the hall, and Anson strode into the parlor. “You look beautiful, Eliza.”

“Thank you.”

But so-called beauty wouldn’t make up for a lapse in etiquette. Just as a fine gown and styled hair couldn’t erase the gauntness of her features.

He sat in an armchair to the right of the sofa. 

“Did he seem like himself?” She unclasped her hands and swiped a bit of lint from the sofa.

“As far as I could tell. He was looking for work, and I gave him a couple of possibilities.”

Which meant he planned to stay in Dry Springs—at least for a while. 

She shouldn’t have held on to the hope that he’d write to her after he’d gone off to war. There’d been no understanding between them.

She pressed her lips into a smile. “Please don’t let me act like a fool.”

“We’ll leave that to Carrigan.” He chuckled. “You don’t have anything to worry about.”

A knock sounded on the front door, and her pulse picked up.

She jumped to her feet.

Anson waved a hand at her. “Sit down. Williams will get that.”

She eased back to the sofa, face hot. A proper lady wouldn’t have acted so rashly. 

Then again, she wasn’t the proper lady her clothes and this house proclaimed her to be. She was just a farm girl from Mississippi.

The front door clicked open, and low voices echoed from the entryway.

She knit her fingers together. 

Please give me calm, Jesus. And thank You that Jesse is here.

Williams—the butler—appeared in the doorway. “Mr. Carrigan’s here, sir, miss.”

Anson pushed to his feet. “Come on in, Carrigan. No need to lurk out there like you don’t belong.”

Well, she was lurking in here like she didn’t belong. Why not make two of them?

She stood as well.

Williams moved out of the doorway, and Jesse walked in. He’d grown out his hair a little since the last time she’d seen him, the light brown strands just brushing his ears, but otherwise ...

Anson shook his hand and clapped him on the shoulder. “Good to see you. Thanks for coming.”

“Thanks for having me.”

His gaze met hers. “Eliza.”

She extended her hand, and he clasped it with both of his.

Heat swept into her face. “It’s good to see you, Jesse. You look ... you look well.”

The same lean build. The same light brown eyes. The same clean-shaven face. The same grin.

He released her hand. “Thanks. You do too.”

No. But he was polite—and dishonest—to say so.

She retook her seat, then both men sat, Anson in his armchair and Jesse in a chair to the left of Anson’s.

Jesse cleared his throat. “Thanks again for having me over. This brings back good memories.”

“It does.” Memories of a time before the war had changed everything.

“Did you inquire about either of those jobs?” Anson crossed his arms.

“I start at the livery tomorrow. Thanks for the recommendation.” Jesse tugged at a string dangling from his worn frock coat.

“Good to hear. Peterson’s a good man. He’ll work you hard though. But his place is quieter than most liveries. He doesn’t like to let anybody congregate there.”

“I’m not afraid of hard work. Better than going hungry.”

True. Very true.

She swallowed against a throat that’d gone dry. “How have you been since the war?”

“Fine.” He glanced at her, then looked away.

Maybe the fond handshake had been meaningless. Maybe the distance and the years had reached further than her relationship with Anson. If Jesse had written her, would things be different?

“I went to Alabama to help out my parents for a few months after the war ended. Then I got the idea to head West. I’ve been working odd jobs and drifting from town to town since then.”

Anson set his hands on the chair’s armrests. “Do you plan to stay around here?”

Jesse shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m looking for a good area to start a ranch someday.”

If he stayed around here, would ...? 

No. She wouldn’t jump to conclusions. He very well could have a girl he’d asked to wait for him back in Alabama or in any of the towns he’d passed through.

“You’ll need a good amount of funds to do that.” 

At least the realistic side of Anson hadn’t changed.

“I’m working on it.” He met her eyes. “How are your aunt and uncle? Your cousins?”

She nodded. “Uncle Nate and the boys joined up, and Aunt Bessie and I did our best to keep the farm running.”

His eyebrows drew together.

She tugged up her right glove. “Uncle Nate and the boys all made it home.”

“Good.”

Anson tapped his hands on the armrests. “Enough talk about the war. It’s in the past.”

As were so many other things.
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The front door slammed shut, muffling the last stroke of midnight.

That had to be Anson.

She set Bleak House on the bed, donned her wrapper, and grabbed her candle. 

Heavy footsteps echoed against the stairs.

A twist of the doorknob, and she slipped into the hallway.

Anson stilled, his form nothing but shadows. “You shouldn’t have waited up.”

“I was reading, and the time got away from me.” She took a step closer, and the candlelight caught on a gash running the length of his cheekbone. 

The flame quivered. “What happened?”

He brushed past her, a wash of smoke, sweat, perfume, and whiskey following in his wake. “Just a scuffle. I’m fine.”

No, he surely wasn’t fine. Not when he’d been fighting.

She eased around. “Anson, please. Let me tend it.”

He halfway turned, shoulders stiff. “You don’t need to worry about this. I’ll tend to it.”

Didn’t he remember how many times she’d cleaned and bandaged his injuries before he’d left for the war?

But he was right. He could tend it himself. It wasn’t bleeding any longer and didn’t look to be too deep. 

Still ... “What happened?”

He turned all the way around and sighed. “A customer wasn’t pleased with the outcome of the game.” He crossed his arms. “My men dealt with him. Everything’s fine.”

He didn’t want her care. He didn’t want her questions. 

“I brought you here so I could take care of you. Not for you to worry about me. You need to go to bed.”

He might as well have slapped her.

She spun, wrapper swirling at her ankles, and escaped into her room.

The candle threw dancing patterns of light and shadow on the wall.

She set the candle on the night table, slipped out of her wrapper, and crawled under the covers.

Bleak House lay abandoned where she’d left it. Reading another chapter would push Anson’s words from her mind, would keep them from returning in her dreams.

Well, that might take two chapters.

She drew her knees up and rested the novel on them. Her fingers shook against the pages.

Careless words shouldn’t have that kind of power over her.

Yet had his words been that careless? They could just as easily have expressed his true feelings.

That she was a burden, a drain on his funds. That he regretted sending for her. 

The pages crinkled beneath her fingers, and she loosened her grip. 

Thinking that way would do no good. Would only further strain their relationship.

Besides, he’d given her no other reason to think like that.

All he’d meant was what he’d said—that he wanted to take care of her and didn’t need her meddling in his business.

His business. 

Now there was a thought sure to drive sleep away.

Instead of coming home with a cut on his face, he could’ve been shot and killed by that disgruntled customer.

She tucked a slip of paper in Bleak House to mark her place and set the novel down.

Dear Lord, please calm my mind. I know I’m overthinking things.

A tap came at the door. “May I come in?”

Anson’s baritone.

She tugged the blankets up to her chin. “Yes.”

The door swung inward, and he leaned his shoulder against the doorframe. Limp strands of oiled hair hung over his forehead, glinting in the light of the candle he held. 

And that gash ... 

“I shouldn’t have spoken to you the way I did. I’m sorry.”

She’d taken what he’d said too seriously. “I forgive you.”

He nodded. “I’ll let you sleep.”

Not yet. Or would bringing this up make everything worse? “I thought I’d feel better not knowing, but I’ve heard all these rumors around town ...”

A grin crept across his face. “Don’t let it bother you. People always talk.”

And sometimes that talk held a measure of truth. “I think I need to know.”

The grin faded. “I’m the first to admit I know plenty of tricks to make winning easier, but I haven’t used any of those tricks since winning this place. Those people you’re listening to are riled because they didn’t want Dry Springs to have a saloon.”

**
[image: ]


“You better last longer than them other fellas, son.”

From what Lieutenant McCoslin had told him, that wouldn’t be hard.

He forked soiled bedding and manure into the wheelbarrow. “I plan to.”

Peterson scowled and hooked his thumbs in his belt. “You better do more than plan. Finish up there, then saddle up that black Kentucky Saddler and the bay gelding next to it. McCoslin was by this morning and said that sister of his and her maid are planning a ride.”

Peterson pulled off his hat and ran a hand through his thinning, greasy hair. “Take the mounts to McCoslin’s house and accompany the ladies on their ride.” He shrugged. “McCoslin’s orders. He sure must trust you to have you around that sister of his.”

“I’ll do that, sir.”

Peterson jerked a nod and stalked away.

A ride with Eliza wasn’t the hard work the lieutenant had warned him about. But he’d have to do something to ease the tension that’d hung between them yesterday.

He slid the pitchfork under another patch of dirty bedding and tossed the refuse into the wheelbarrow.

What had she been through during those years? Her face now held a thinness that magnified her eyes—and the shadows beneath them. 

But despite the fine dress, despite the weight loss, she still had the same bright smile, the same gentle laugh.

And maybe—just maybe—he had another chance with her. If he could get past McCoslin.

He hung up the pitchfork, layered the stall with fresh bedding, and saddled Thunder and the two horses Peterson had indicated. 

“Don’t go getting in trouble.” Peterson pushed up from a bale of hay by the wall. “You don’t want to get on McCoslin’s bad side.”

He chuckled. “I know. I rode with him in the war.”

“That’s why he trusts you.” Peterson spit on the ground.

He led the horses outside and swung into Thunder’s saddle. A tap of his boot heels against the animal’s sides, and Thunder eased into a steady walk.

Morning sunlight beat against his shoulders, and the thud of hoofbeats mingled with laughter filtering from the mercantile.

He drew rein in front of the McCoslin house.

The butler who’d let him in yesterday stood from a straight-backed chair on the porch. “I’ll let Miss McCoslin know you’re here with the horses.”

“Thanks.” He dismounted and secured the mounts to a hitching rail in front of the house. 

Thank You for giving me this opportunity.

To think he was working in the same town where Eliza now lived.

The front door swept open, and Eliza slipped onto the porch, followed by an older, rounder woman.

Her eyes widened ever so slightly. “Jesse. I thought Mr. Peterson would be accompanying us.”

That said a lot if she’d rather have someone else ride with her.

A small smile flashed across her lips, then disappeared. “That didn’t come out right at all. I’m glad you’ll be going with us.”

That was more like it. More like the girl he’d known all those years ago.

He returned the smile. “Come on. I’ll help you ladies mount.”

She descended the porch steps and stopped beside the Kentucky Saddler. 

“That’s a fine horse.” Finer than any he’d ever ridden. McCoslin’s saloon must be doing well. 

He freed the horse from the hitching rail, cupped his hands, boosted Eliza into the saddle, and straightened her skirt. 

“Thank you.”

He shot her another smile, and red stole across her cheeks.

So things hadn’t changed all that much.

He cupped his hands and helped her maid mount. “There you go, ma’am.”

She raised one eyebrow and stared down her nose at him. “That’s Mrs. Reilly to you, young man.”

“Oh.” Eliza sighed. “I should’ve introduced y’all. I’m sorry.”

“Nothing to be sorry about.” He raised his hat and dipped his head in Mrs. Reilly’s direction. “I’m Jesse Carrigan, ma’am.”

She let out some cross between a laugh and a huff.

He pulled himself into his saddle. “Ready to go?”

Eliza smiled. “I’ve been ready all morning.”
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The smooth gait of the Kentucky Saddler. The hot brush of wind across her face. And Jesse Carrigan beside her.

Yet this Jesse wasn’t the same boy who’d gone off to war all those years ago. Five years would’ve changed him—just as they’d changed her.

Yet he’d smiled at her. And of course her face had heated. 

Over a simple smile that likely meant nothing.

Maybe his smiles, his kindness had never been anything more than a result of growing up as neighbors. Maybe anything else had been a figment of her imagination. That could explain why he hadn’t written her during the war, why he’d never asked Anson or Uncle Nate if he could court her.

A gust of wind blasted her in the face.

Oh, she’d been silent far too long. “Thank you for accompanying us.”

Green stretched to either side, and the blue sky held only a few clouds.

He glanced her way, but his hat shadowed his eyes. “It’s a good break.”

Mrs. Reilly cleared her throat. “We shouldn’t stay out too long. The sun’s getting downright hot, and the wind ...”

Eliza tucked a stray strand of hair under her hat. “We haven’t been riding long at all.” 

“If that’s what you want, miss.”

Jesse chuckled. “How do you like Dry Springs?”

“I’m still adjusting to it.” And that sounded ungrateful. “But I like what I’ve seen so far.”

Her mount tossed his head, and she ran a hand down his neck. “You’re all right, boy.”

“Like I said, that’s a fine horse.”

She smoothed the gelding’s mane. “He is.” She should say something more than that. She’d talked to Jesse many times over the years. There was no reason for her to be awkward. “I’m still trying to think of a name for him though.”

Heat rushed her face. Why should he care that she hadn’t thought of a proper name for the gelding?

“Give it time. You’ll come up with a good one once you get to know him.” He tipped his head to his bay. “This is Thunder.” He flashed her a grin.

The heat in her face gained new life. Maybe Mrs. Reilly was right about the sun. “That’s a good name. And he’s a fine horse as well.”

Jesse was a neighbor, only a neighbor. 

If he’d wanted to court her, he’d had ample time to ask before the war.

She cleared her throat. “Mrs. Reilly is right. I’m ready to head back.”

“You’re sending me back to work already?” He tipped his hat back on his head and raised both eyebrows.

“No ...” She ducked her head. Better that than letting him read whatever was written on her face. “I’m ready to return.”

“Eliza.” His voice held too much gentleness. “I was only joking.”

She lifted her head. “Of course.” That horrid phrase again.

He frowned.

She had to remedy this before he questioned her more.

She let out a laugh that bordered on strained. “I can’t make you miss most of your first day of work. I don’t want to be responsible for you getting fired.”

He studied her, eyes narrowed in the slightest. “Peterson told me to escort you ladies. You’re not going to get me in trouble.”

She turned the Kentucky Saddler and aimed him toward town.

Mrs. Reilly gave a sharp nod. “You don’t need to be exerting yourself too much, Miss McCoslin.”

“You’re not well?” Jesse rode abreast of her. 

“I’m well.” And she shouldn’t have told Anson she’d been ill during the winter. All she’d done was make him worry—and make him order Mrs. Reilly to keep a close eye on her.

“Good.” His gaze returned to her.

And what did he see? The gauntness? The lingering pallor? The shadows beneath her eyes?

She ran her fingers through the Kentucky Saddler’s mane.

“She had pneumonia over the winter. Almost died from it.”

For once, couldn’t Mrs. Reilly keep anything to herself? Everyone who assumed all servants were discreet and submissive had never met the former washerwoman.

Jesse’s eyes widened. “I’m sorry.”

That wasn’t tenderness or worry in his voice. It wasn’t.

She took the slowest of breaths. “I’m well now. Truly.” No matter what Anson and Mrs. Reilly thought. “But I’m quite ready to get back.”

Before she imagined any more attraction on his part.

**
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He was going to make a fool of himself, but Eliza was worth it.

For the second time in less than a week, he pushed through the doors of McCoslin’s saloon and strode up to the bar.

Men lined most of the bar, and laughter echoed from the back tables, ringing above the jaunty piano tune.

The bartender scowled. “Can’t you get your water elsewhere?”

“I don’t need any water.” Even if his throat had gone dry. “I’m here to meet with Lieutenant McCoslin.”

“He know about this meeting?” The bartender raised an eyebrow.

“Yes.” As of this afternoon.

The bartender muttered a curse. “He’s in his office.” He waved a hand to a door behind the bar. “There.”

Too few strides carried him to the door, and he rapped his knuckles against the polished wood.

“Come in.”

He entered and closed the door behind him. The laughter and piano music faded to a muted roar.

“Carrigan.” McCoslin sat at a walnut desk, a cigar in his hand. “Did Peterson work you that hard?”

“I don’t have any complaints about the job, sir.” He tugged his hat from his head and worked his fingers around the brim. “Thanks again for helping me get it.”

McCoslin puffed on the cigar. “Might as well say what you came to before you crawl out of your skin.”

That was the truth.

“I’d like your permission to court Eliza.”

McCoslin stared at him, eyes hard, smoke swirling around him.

Faint nausea stirred his gut. Nothing ever good came from that look.

The lieutenant lifted his cigar. “Carrigan, you’re nothing but a drifter. When you’ve saved up enough to provide well for her and have a place to call your own, I might reconsider.” He nodded to the door. “That’ll be all.”

Dismissed. Just like that.

He turned away from the force of McCoslin’s stare, walked out of the office, and eased the door shut behind him. 

The bartender glanced his way. “Want something stronger than water now, boy?”

A cacophony of laughter trailed him out of the saloon. 

Denied. Just like that.

The thuds of his boots echoed against the hard-packed dirt.

He should’ve waited. Waited until he’d saved up enough for a ranch. Or at least until he could afford a new suit of clothes.

But McCoslin knew he was a hard worker, knew he was the kind of man who would do all it took to provide for a wife. And he’d have had plenty of time during the courtship and engagement to save money. Besides, poor people courted and married all the time.

Lantern light filtered from the barred window on the front of the sheriff’s office and pooled on the street.

Heat crawled up his neck and settled in his face.

He’d fought beside McCoslin—had even saved his life a time or two—but he wasn’t good enough for Eliza.

He ducked into the shadows that made up the alley stretching between the sheriff’s office and the livery.

The night closed in, heavy and still.

But he’d work hard. He’d save up enough money. He’d buy that ranch. Then McCoslin would have no excuse not to let him court Eliza. As long as he hadn’t already married Eliza off to some dandy by then.

He pulled open the door to his lean-to room on the back of the livery, lit the lantern on the crate, and dropped onto his cot. 

Better than anything he’d had during the war, but McCoslin sure wouldn’t approve.

He jerked off the frock coat he’d bought from a peddler and hung it on a nail.

McCoslin wouldn’t approve of that either. Not good enough for him.

The scuff of footsteps edged through the door leading into the livery stable.

Yes, that could be someone picking up his mount, but the noise could just as easily have come from someone up to no good.

He stood, blew out the lantern, and eased open the interior door. 

Moonlight slipped through the gaps between boards, and a figure in a black duster ducked into the shadows.

Tension wrapped around him.

He slid the knife from his boot and held it by his side. “Something I can help you with?”

Quick breaths hissed through
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