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      Except for the intrepid Roosevelts, the characters of this book are entirely fictional, although I have included the names of several of the inhabitants of early St. Louis for the sake of historical detail. We know these people existed, but detailed biographies of their characters are unavailable. I have used a writer’s privilege of imagining them.

      The story of the steamboat New Orleans and the New Madrid earthquakes comes entirely from tales of that time, including eyewitness reports and the log of the New Orleans. While the steamboat did not record picking up any extraneous passengers after the quakes (as a matter of fact, it avoided doing so, much to Lydia Roosevelts dismay), I have again used creative license to bring reality into touch with fiction. I have also compressed time and distance to get the boat to my hero and heroine in time, but the journey over that particular stretch of river did occur between December 16 and January 2, and the rest of the events are all too real. The marvelous Roosevelt’s sailed through the Louisville shoals, the New Madrid quakes, Lydia’s pregnancy, fire, Shawnees, and all the other tribulations of travel at that time to prove the viability of steamboat travel. The trip even included the marriage of two of their passengers, but that’s a story for another time.
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      Cincinnati, Ohio 1811

      

      Red-bronze skin glistening in the September sun, Lonetree worked at a slender piece of cherry wood. Hunkered down on his heels, his back propped against the cabin wall, the keel-boatman lifted the carved figure, admiring the feel of the wood as much as the product of his craftsmanship.

      Above a nose naturally bent like a hawk’s beak, dark eyes gleamed with satisfaction. Shoulder-length black hair and a gold ring in one ear masked razor-sharp cheekbones and any of nature’s attempts at handsomeness.

      The keel-boatman whistled appreciatively, as if the woman appearing beneath his talented fingers were real. Gowned in long skirts lifted at the hem, the carving portrayed a regal lady, from the toes of her slipper-shod feet to the feathers of her broad-brimmed hat. The whittler chuckled at his own conceit and turned the piece in his hands, searching for flaws.

      If only a real woman could be produced as easily as a wooden one, he would be a happy man. But finding a lady like this in the frontier wilderness of Ohio had as much likelihood as this piece of wood coming to life. He had deliberately left that life behind.

      Lonetree set aside his toy and reached for his discarded shirt. The whores down at the tavern wouldn’t object if he arrived clad only in deerskin breeches, but he had no intention of courting whores. If he were to settle down, he wanted a lady. As the good women of Cincinnati had made clear that they held no interest in a half-breed keel-boatman, he would be moving on. Tonight—well, tonight the whores offered possibilities.

      At the sound of an approaching boat, he propped himself in his earlier position and awaited the new arrival with interest.

      Angry voices carried over the slap-slap of current against wooden keel as the other boat maneuvered into shore. Playing his role, Lonetree remained motionless, seemingly intent on his occupation. The distinctly feminine accents of one of the disputants caused him to look up from his carving in time to catch the glimpse of a slender ankle and a long stockinged limb swinging over the boat’s keel to the shore. Heavy black skirts quickly obscured the alluring sight, but his attention was captivated.

      Savoring every detail, his gaze traveled from slippered toe, past the thick skirts of a mourning gown, to the hint of slender hips and a long, elegantly curved waist. He hesitated, afraid this dream would dissipate should he look higher, but bravely, he continued his survey.

      He swallowed hard as his gaze encountered the full curve of a generous bosom disguised beneath that revolting black gown. Taking in the whole—he was looking upon the carved image in his hands come to life.

      True, she wore a practical bonnet instead of the feathered creation of his imagination, but long curls revealed a mass of thick hair that glowed like polished mahogany. And her features—by the grace of the Great Spirit!—were finely carved and proud as any queen’s. The desire to see her eyes had him on his feet before he realized it.

      “But you said you could take me to St. Louis! What am I to do in this godforsaken spot? How am I to find another boat? Where am I to stay?” Anger fought with tears as the woman confronted the sneering boatman leaning on his long pole.

      “You can go this side of Hades for all I care, Miss Uppity. The river’s too damned low to travel without promise of more reward than you’re ready to give. I’ll take my chances on the whores and a cargo of lead before I’ll take the likes of you any farther.”

      “If I had been a gentleman with a purse full of gold, you would have taken me where I want, I warrant! Why must a woman who travels alone submit to this treatment? My gold is as good as any man’s!”

      Lonetree smothered a grin at this taunt. Tucking the back of his shirt into his pants, he sauntered closer, eyeing the crew of the other boat. They appeared to be enjoying the argument. Did the fool woman really think she could travel alone all the way to St. Louis with a boatload of women-starved men? Especially men of this ilk, accustomed to doing as they pleased, when they pleased. He wondered how many knifings the captain had had to put down before they reached this point.

      “All the gold in hell won’t pay me to risk my neck to take you to St. Louis. I don’t relish finding a knife in my back hauling this rig over the falls while you dabble your toes in the water. Go find a man to protect you so I can do my duty.”

      “Protect me! I can protect myself, as you well know! Give me my bags. I’ll get to St. Louis without you.” Anger had obviously won out over tears as she stamped her elegant foot and set her hands on her hips, glaring at the boatman.

      Lonetree came up behind her, eyeing the keelboatman’s reaction to this demand. Knowing the reputation of these men for mischief, he could imagine the possibilities a lady’s trunk of fripperies would provide. It seemed an appropriate time to intervene.

      “Give me the trunk, boys.” He spoke with the deep, calm voice of authority learned in his youth.

      The woman whirled and gasped at his physical nearness. He let his black eyes glitter beneath his faded red bandanna. His half-fastened blouse wouldn’t conceal his torso, where the scars of battle labeled him as pirate or worse. She stepped back as he rolled his fingers into fists.

      The keelboat captain eyed him without trepidation, however, giving him a nod of acquaintance. “Aye, Lonetree, she’s all yours.” Turning his head to his grinning crew, he barked orders: “Haul out the lady’s trunks, boys. Be gentle about it. Lonetree’s taking up the assignment.”

      Hoots and catcalls followed, but the trunks were delivered in order, stacked upon the rocky shore beneath the lady’s glare.

      Silently, Lonetree heaved the heavy trunks aboard a mule-drawn wagon near the river’s edge. Without so much as a glance to the black-clad lady, he untethered the mule and hitched it to the traces. When everything was prepared, he waited beside the wagon in all his dissolute glory.

      He watched her grip her reticule with gloved fingers, raise her chin, and approach the dilapidated wagon as if it were the comfortable carriage to which she was no doubt accustomed. Tear-drop blue eyes behind a thick fringe of black lashes displayed no trace of emotion as she accepted his assist into the wooden seat. A faint whiff of perfume drifted from the voluminous folds of her skirts as she settled them about the lovely ankles she kept concealed from view. He might as well not exist for all she noticed him.
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        * * *

      

      The journey from Philadelphia had been long and hard, but she had grown immune to the shocking inconveniences. If she must ride beside a savage into this timbered fortification that presumed to be called a town, she would do it with dignity.

      Alicia Stanford held herself as distant from the stranger as the wagon seat would allow. She had expected him to stink, but other than a faintly masculine aroma she could not quite define, he seemed surprisingly clean. Even the odious shoulder-length hair appeared as fresh as her own, a definite asset after the vermin-laden heads of the boatmen. Shuddering, she stared out over the streets they passed.

      Where was he taking her?

      Shanty-built log houses gave way to an occasional brick edifice, but this burgeoning frontier town on the Ohio held nothing for her. For the thousandth time, Alicia wondered if what she went toward was not worse than what she had left behind. Shame and humiliation kept her from turning back, and pure obstinacy erased self-pity. She would reach St. Louis if she had to die in the process.

      The silent Indian halted the wagon outside one of the town’s larger structures, but the tavern sign swinging overhead did not increase her hopes. With trepidation she took his callused hand and leapt from the wagon, studying the wooden walls while her driver retrieved the trunks. Hotels apparently did not exist this side of the mountains. But a tavern?

      Without a word of explanation, the savage called Lonetree shouldered open the tavern door, and heaved the first of the trunks upon the polished plank floor inside. Then politely holding the door, he waited for her to enter.

      Before she could set foot inside, a screech of outrage carried through the opening. “Don’t you set your filthy foot inside my portals, you heathen! Begone with you a’fore I take a hatchet to your head!”

      Startled, Alicia glanced up to the stoic man who had so politely come to her rescue. To her surprise, one twinkling black eye closed in an outrageous wink before he turned and staggered inside.

      “Brought paying guest, Red-Haired Dog. Give me two bits.” The self-assured giant who had been so graceful earlier now staggered across the uncarpeted floor like a herd of buffaloes, crashing into a wooden hat rack and knocking over a brass spittoon before collapsing against a brilliantly polished mahogany bar.

      The red-haired, elfin man behind the counter turned purple with outrage, and reached for the afore-mentioned hatchet on the wall, until his glance caught Alicia standing, horrified, in the entrance.

      “Oh, my word, my apologies, madam.” He hastily dried his hands upon a linen towel and sent the long-haired Indian a scathing glance. “Carry in the lady’s bags, heathen. Then you’ll get your money.”

      Alicia could swear there was a self-satisfied smirk upon the Indian’s face as he turned his back on the bar and staggered out the door, but she did not dare look him in the eyes again. Too tired to examine the intent of this absurd charade, she addressed the innkeeper.

      “I seem to be stranded in this city for a few days, sir. Would you have a decent room that might accommodate me until I can find further transportation?” This haughty tone had served her well upon many an occasion, and it did not fail her now. The subservient bartender bowed and produced a ledger.

      “I have a fine front room vacant that you should find entirely to your satisfaction.” He produced a quill pen and scowled again as the Indian entered carrying the last of the bags. “Be careful where you put them, you lazy lout. You’ll mar the floor!”

      Beginning to understand something of the innkeeper’s nature, Alicia rummaged in her purse for a dollar piece. The Indian had neatly stacked her bags at her feet and stood staring down at her, a singularly odd expression in his eyes. He was younger than she had first imagined when he had spoken with such authority, and despite the flagrant insult of his unkempt hair and gold earring, he had a striking visage. She could not complain of his deliberate antagonizing of the horrible little man. Under other circumstances she would have found it amusing.

      With as much graciousness as she could muster, she offered the coin. “Thank you very much for your assistance, sir. I hope you will accept a token of my appreciation.”

      The dark face broke into a white-toothed grin as he palmed the coin and made a rude gesture to the clerk. With another audacious wink he walked out.

      “That was a mistake, miss, if you don’t mind my saying so. He’ll just drink it up. All Indians are like that. Worthless drunks, the lot of them. You took a terrible chance in traveling with that one. Mean, he is. Just as soon scalp you as look at you.”

      Since she had the spine-chilling feeling that the Indian had enjoyed looking at her, Alicia hastily turned back to the business at hand.

      Signing the guest book, she inquired, “Could you recommend any guides familiar with the western part of the river? Or a boat that might be leaving downriver soon? I am trying to reach my father in St. Louis as soon as is practicable.”

      The little man snorted and swung the book around to read her name. “Well, Miss—or is it Mrs?” he glanced at her heavy mourning.

      “Miss,” she responded automatically, then regretted it instantly. “Mrs.” she corrected. “We were married only a short while.”

      The innkeeper took a bent pair of wire-rimmed glasses from his pocket, and polished them before putting them on. “Well, Mrs. Stanford, were it me, I’d not step a foot farther into the interior. The Indians are on the warpath downriver, and the only settlements beyond here are stinking holes of filth and low-life riffraff. And St. Louis is overrun with those heathen Frenchies and Spaniards. You’d do well to stay right here, Mrs. Stanford. Cincinnati will be as grand as its name one of these days. Biggest little town on both rivers.”

      “I’d rather assume New Orleans claimed that title,” Alicia commented dryly. “But I shall consider your advice. Thank you.”

      As she climbed the stairs to her new room, she considered the prospect for all of one minute and discarded it promptly. She had not suffered the agonies of travel to come this far and give up. She had no purpose in staying here. She had no purpose at all anymore. The only goal that kept her chin up and her mind from the brink of despair was the possibility of finding out what had happened to her father. Even Indians on the warpath presented no obstacle for one in her state of mind.
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      By the time the next day had spent itself, Alicia despaired of her foolish obstinacy. No one would recommend a boat ride downriver, particularly for an unaccompanied woman. Perhaps in the spring when the flatboats carrying settlers and their families arrived she might find safe transportation. But spring would be much too late. She would not be able to travel in the spring.

      Fighting the tears pricking behind her tired eyes, she stopped at a small general mercantile close to the river. The proprietor watched her with interest as she stared at the bewildering array of rifles and shotguns upon the wall.

      “Might I help you, miss?” he inquired.

      Alicia shook her head. “I’ll not ever be able to hold one of those. Don’t they make small ones?”

      “Small ones ain’t much use for nothin’ but hittin’ somethin’ close up. Ain’t any animal fool enough to get that close—exceptin’ man, of course,” he added wisely.

      “Of course.” Alicia turned from the wall, wondering which wild animal she feared more, man or the ones in the woods.

      Shoving that conjecture aside, she trotted out her well-worn question. “Do you know of any guide who might take me downriver? I wish to reach St. Louis while the weather holds.”

      The genial storekeeper studied her. Her mirror this morning had revealed tired circles ringing her eyes. Though she was of above average height, she wouldn’t appear strong, and some days she was certain that she might shatter upon contact. So she understood when he shook his head with doubt.

      “Ain’t no one going to take a lady out on that river this time of year. Water’s lower than I’ve ever seen it. You’d have to portage around the falls and more. A good keelboatman might do it if it were worth his while, but you don’t look to have a cargo you want hauled.”

      Alicia nodded at the expected response. “If you know a good keelboatman, I’m prepared to make it worth his while. Surely there’s somebody in this town willing to take a risk.”

      He frowned. “Only one crazy enough to try is Lonetree. Makes the best damn keelboat on the river. Doubt if he’s got a crew ready this time of year, though. If you were a man, he could pirogue you downstream, but that ain’t no trip for a woman.”

      Remembering the frail little shells she had seen bouncing on the river’s waters, Alicia had to agree with that insight. Drowning might be favorable to scalping, but the name Lonetree piqued her interest. Surely there could not be two of such a name.

      “Lonetree?” she inquired.

      “Half-breed lives down by the river. Can’t hardly miss him. Big brute with a gold earring. Best guide on the river, but a savage, nonetheless. Bit a fellow’s ear off once. Nearly got hanged another time when he carved a white man’s face like it was one of those pieces he’s always whittling. His friends got him out in time, but most of the places in town are closed to him now. Take my word for it, you don’t want to mess with that one.”

      “No, of course not,” she murmured, strolling toward the door. “I thank you for your time, sir.”

      She swept out, her long skirts swishing along the dusty road as she hurried toward the river. Savage brute he might be, but no less savage than this entire town she found herself in. The Indian at least had acted instead of talking.

      Stripped to just his tight buckskin breeches as he labored on the cabin roof in the late afternoon heat, Lonetree glanced up in surprise at her approach. She held her hand to shield her eyes and called to him. “Mr. Lonetree, might I speak with you a minute?”

      With a wicked grin, the half-naked boatman slid from the low roof of the keelboat to land in front of her. Confronted with his rather awesome state of undress, she stepped backward, and his black eyes danced with laughter.

      Alicia had to swallow before she spoke. The boatmen on the way down here had occasionally stripped to the waist, but she had been able to look away. Though this man’s tall frame was more wiry than broad, the muscles of his shoulders bulged with the labors of his occupation. A tattooed band of blue about his arm accented his fierce appearance. The proof of the rumors did not dispel the distress of Alicia’s stomach.

      “Mr. Lonetree, I’ve been told you build the best boats on the river. How long would it take for you to build one for me?”

      The insistence on calling him “mister” made Lonetree smile. A burnished curl dangling beneath her bonnet distracted him. He liked tall women. They were a hell of a lot easier to kiss.

      Dragging his thoughts back to the subject, he stopped smiling. “What do you want with a boat?”

      Deep sea-blue eyes glared at him. “What does one normally do with a boat? I intend to make St. Louis before winter, and a boat would seem much faster than walking.”

      “You planning on rowing it yourself?”

      “Of course not. I’ll hire a crew to take me. How many men would it take to handle a boat like that one you’re working on?” She walked over to study his current project.

      “More than you can handle at one time. What you need is a flatboat and some nice family to travel with.”

      The lady spun on her heel and glared at him. “If I hear that one more time, I’ll scream. I want to go to St. Louis. I want to go now. What do I have to do to get there?”

      She spoke in simple terms, as if to a particularly dense child, but Lonetree had the sense not to take it personally. Indeed, he admired the fierce light in her eyes as her irritation grew, and he bit back a grin while she insulted him.

      “I can think of any number of interesting answers to that question, Miss, but as I am in no humor to be slapped by a lady, I’ll answer honestly. You can buy my keelboat and hire me and my crew for a princely sum, or you can hope old Daniels will come off his drunk to pirogue you downriver, or you can see if you can pry LaRouche from his wife and family long enough to maneuver a flatboat to the Mississippi. You’d have to take horses upland from there.”

      The lady stared in astonishment at his honest speech. But her reply was not what he expected. “How is it that you speak like an English professor to me, but grunt like an animal to that toad of an innkeeper?”

      Lonetree’s grin grew cynical as he leaned over and swept up his discarded shirt from the boat’s deck. Shrugging it on without bothering to fasten it, he tucked the tails in his breeches, still leaving an expanse of chest exposed.

      “How is it that a Mrs. Stanford travels without so much as a maid or a ring on her finger?” he asked. “We’re not all what we seem out here, and you’d do best not to question.”

      “But you are an Indian,” she asserted.

      “I am a Delaware,” he agreed. “A half-breed, I believe is the term most frequently used. Now, if you will excuse me, Mrs. Stanford . . .” he pointedly began walking toward the boat.

      “Wait!” Alicia ran after him. “This LaRouche, with the wife and family. Where can I find him?”

      He turned a skeptical eye on her. “He’ll not come cheap. It will take a fair sum to pry him from the comforts of home. Or are you thinking a family man is a safer bet?”

      The lady stopped some distance from him and met his stare stubbornly. “Just tell me where I can find him.”

      He hesitated, then nodded acceptance. In a few terse sentences he described the Frenchman’s location, then impolitely turned his back on her and returned to work.
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        * * *

      

      Alicia found the house without difficulty, a neat cottage with a row of straggling late summer flowers along the planked wall. At her knock a short, plump woman of middle age appeared wearing a pleasant smile.

      “Mrs. LaRouche?” Alicia had already decided she had come to the right place if the husband were anything like the wife. The Indian might be the best boat builder on the river, but she wouldn’t trust him past the front door. This woman she trusted instantly. “I’m Alicia Stanford. I’ve been told your husband sometimes guides boats downriver. Is he home?”

      The woman’s smile never wavered, though she studied her through perceptive eyes. “I doubt that he can help you, but please do come in, Mrs. Stanford.”

      A sunny sitting room with braided rag rugs, spinning wheel, and a well-worn rocking chair welcomed her. At a trestle table in the far corner, a small man rose to his feet but made no effort to come forward. His hair was peppered with gray, and his weathered face wrinkled into a smile of welcome.

      “Jacques, Mrs. Stanford is inquiring after a guide. Do sit down, Mrs. Stanford. And you, too, Jacques,” the housewife chided. “You’ll hurt that foot again if you keep your weight on it like that.”

      Now that her eyes had adapted to the room’s light, Alicia could see that the man’s foot was heavily bandaged, and he leaned on a cane for support. Hope that had risen just moments before dashed into pieces.

      “Mr. Lonetree said you were one of the best guides around, and I had hoped . . .” she began, but a wave of disappointment prevented her from continuing.

      The wiry man beamed. “Lonetree said that? Merde, but I never thought him a fool. You can’t find no better guide than that no-count half-breed, you can’t.” He used the terms with affection. “Me, I’m laid up with this leg, see, and I promised Martha, no more the wanderin’ for me. I do a bit of trappin’, a bit of tradin’, but it’s good to sleep in one’s own bed at night.” He winked at his pleased wife. “You got cargo you want hauled? Lonetree the one you see. He take care of it fine.”

      Alicia perched at the edge of the chair she’d been offered, twisting the strings of her reticule as she fought tears. She never used to cry, but it seemed a constant state of affairs now. She hated it. She hated being helpless and she hated asking for help. But she just couldn’t do it all on her own.

      “Is there no one else?” she asked. “I have no cargo. I need to reach my father in St. Louis. Lonetree mentioned a Mr. Daniels. Perhaps a pirogue . . .”

      Sensing her visitor’s distress, Mrs. LaRouche came to the rescue with a cup of herbal tea, while shaking her head at mention of Daniels.

      “St. Louis?” LaRouche asked. “That is a long way. It is dangerous. Daniels is an old man, a good one, a very good one, but old, you unnerstan’? You go talk to that rogue Travis. He take you fine enough.” The Frenchman grinned, as if he’d solved all her problems.

      Alicia looked up with a glimmer of hope. “Travis? Where might I find him?”

      LaRouche waved away this misunderstanding. “Lonetree. He make like an Indian, but he called Travis. Damned fine guide. You go tell him I said take you.”

      If she had not held the cup, Alicia would have thrown up her hands in despair. “Please, I would rather speak with this Mr. Daniels. Is he in town? Could you direct me to him?”

      A hint of a frown dimmed the Frenchman’s merry expression, but a gesture from his wife brightened it again. “Me find him for you. He traps and he wanders. Me find him. You come back here, say, day after tomorrow?”

      Tentatively, Martha LaRouche offered, “Would you come to dinner that night? We have a daughter—she’d enjoy meeting you. Unless, of course—I mean, we can’t offer anything fancy . . .”

      Alicia grasped the reason for the woman’s hesitancy. The house was neat and comfortable, but a far cry from the homes she had visited back East. Even her servants had lived better than this, and she didn’t know how to respond to this unexpected invitation. But it was time she accustomed herself to her new environment, and the warmth of this couple eased some of her loneliness.

      Alicia’s smile of gratitude was genuine as she rose to depart. “Please, I would love to come, if I won’t be a nuisance. Just tell me the time⁠—”

      “I come get you. Lady like you don’t walk these streets at night. Babette, she love to see you. Maybe we ask some others, have a fete to welcome you.” Jacques leaped from his seat in excitement.

      Overwhelmed by his enthusiasm, Alicia shook hands and returned to the street. She may not have found a guide, but she felt as if she had gained friends.

      In her room that night, she listened to the revelry in the tavern below, and wondered once again if she had made the right choice. Perhaps she should turn back now, throw herself on Teddy’s mercy, and become the fashionable young matron she had been raised to be.

      But the idea of even being in the same room with Edward Beauchamp III sent an icy chill down her spine. The stress of these past weeks caught up with her, and she fought shudders of despair.

      God in heaven, if she could only kill him . . . Her fists curled in balls of rage as she beat upon the bed and tears of frustration rolled down her cheeks. She had thought this stage past, that she had learned control, but she wanted to scream and cry and raise an uproar that would be heard all the way to St. Louis. She wanted a knife and a gun and the strength to wield them.

      Furious with her weakness, Alicia promised herself that she would never, never descend to the level of these knife-wielding, gun-toting, violent strangers. She was a Stanford, and she was a lady. No matter what the circumstances, she would behave as one, even if her heart cried acid tears that corroded her soul. She would not let him destroy the lady she had been raised to be.
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        * * *

      

      In a less-than respectable tavern by the river, Travis lounged against a wall, his arm draped over his propped knee as he contemplated his raucous surroundings. Taking a swig of ale from his mug, he smiled cynically.

      In another ten, fifteen years, that could be him over at the bar chugging a jug of cider on a dare from one of his boatmen. Or brandishing a knife over a game of bones like those two at the table. Or more likely, the keelboat captain over there, tickling one of the barmaids and running a hand up under her skirts while she bounced on his knee. That was the future in store for him if he did not carve out a niche where he could belong. He could wander the river until the Indians or the outlaws or syphilis or his own pure meanness did for him. And wouldn’t that be a fitting end to a fine old family tradition.

      Grimacing, Travis dropped his mug on the table. Before he could elbow his way to the door, the strong aroma of sweat and cheap perfume encompassed him, and a full figure in garish undress blocked his path.

      Wrapping her arms around his waist and pressing her bounteous beauty against his chest, she leered at him. “So early, lover? You weren’t going to leave without kissing me good-bye, were you?”

      Travis grinned down at her painted face and red-dyed hair, and pinched a plump buttock beneath the thin material of her cheap gown. Molly was about as honest a woman as he’d ever hope to find, but she wasn’t what he had in mind. He had his sights set on a lady, and he knew where he could find one.

      “Molly, my little chickadee, you can kiss me good-bye and weep little crocodile tears when I’m gone, for it’s off to distant shores I’m bound.”

      She appeared on the verge of protest, but he planted a kiss on her rouged lips, that would have to hold him for now.
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      Alicia debated her choice of gowns for her first invitation to dinner since leaving Philadelphia. The stagecoach and keelboat down here had not given occasion for formal dress, and she longed to don something feminine and flattering, but she hesitated. She had worn only black since her mother’s death, and her choices were limited, but the decision to dress formally caused the greatest dilemma. Did these people dress for dinner? Or would the other guests be wearing deerskin and calico?

      She drew out the slender black silk with interwoven metallic threads of silver. She had ordered it before her journey and knew it to be of a daring fashion even for Philadelphia. The Empire waist and low neckline emphasized her high breasts and slender hips, and the fit was so revealing, chances were good that she might not be able to wear it again any time soon. She would wear it this once, just for herself.

      Alicia had grown accustomed to doing without the services of a maid these last weeks, but she wished for the nicety of a large mirror this evening. Fastening the gown, she tried to judge its effect by the tiny wash-stand mirror, to no avail. She ran her hands over the straight fall of the skirt, praying her figure had not changed too much since the last fitting. The ruffle of black lace at the neck provided respectable coverage, if also presenting a tempting invitation. She wondered if she ought to wear pearls or silver to accent the black.

      Finally deciding on a simple silver locket, she checked the myriad pins holding her heavy hair in its old-fashioned upsweep. Small curls dangled at her ears, but all else remained secure. Alicia smiled in satisfaction as the knock at the door notified her of the arrival of her escort.

      Jacques LaRouche grinned in masculine delight as she appeared on the stairs with a crocheted silk shawl over the delicate gown. Behind him the tavern’s occupants hooted their appreciation, but the Frenchman ignored them, gallantly bowing and offering Alicia his arm.

      She stood half a head taller than he, but Alicia was grateful for his protection. Never had anyone hooted at her when she made her entrance before. Averting her pink cheeks from the men at the bar, she hurried outside with her escort. Next time she would wear her opera cape.

      “You honor us, Mrs. Stanford,” Jacques said as he helped her into his wagon. “Martha, she love to cook and to have the fetes, but she think we too poor, nobody come. For her, I thank you.”

      Embarrassed by this gratitude for her own selfishness, Alicia shook her head. “If you knew how much I appreciate this chance to be with friendly faces, you would realize I should be the one thanking you. I never knew how much it was possible to miss friends and family.”

      He nodded sagely. “I too once was alone. For a man it is not always good. For a woman . . .”He shrugged with eloquence. “A beautiful lady like you will not lonesome be for long. You see.”

      Alicia had to smile at his Gallic assurance, and she arrived at the LaRouche cottage with more confidence than she had expected. These were good people, and she was determined to enjoy herself.

      When she caught a glimpse of Martha LaRouche and her daughter, Babette, she was glad she had made the decision in favor of formality. Although their gowns were the fashion of a decade ago, they had garbed themselves with an eager desire to take advantage of this rare social event. The room rustled with heavy petticoats and taffeta as they rushed to greet their guest.

      In no time Alicia found herself describing the world she had left behind to a captivated Babette while Martha and Jacques greeted their remaining guests. At seventeen, the French girl was still awkward and self-conscious, but her dusky beauty would soon attract suitors. Her laughter chimed at Alicia’s description of the meeting of the French and English ambassadors in her aunt’s drawing room. The war between their countries might rage with saber and cannon, but the tongues on the two politicians had cut a wide swath through that evening.

      Even though the raw new capital at Washington was to be the seat of government, Philadelphia continued to be the meeting place of the influential. Alicia was accustomed to formal social occasions with aristocrats from all over the world, and she adapted easily to this new culture.

      Just as she began to feel secure in her new surroundings, the cabin door opened, and Babette screeched in delight.

      “Travis! You came! Mama said you would!”

      The young girl threw herself into the arms of a frock-coated gentleman who hugged her with as much enthusiasm as she greeted him.

      “Babette, you dangerous little peacock, you grow more beautiful every time I see you. When are you going to marry me?”

      Babette laughed and led the newcomer into the room. Recognizing the deep baritone, Alicia stared in disbelief. How could the elegantly attired gentleman with his shining black hair pulled back in a neat queue be the half-naked savage from the river? The chocolate brown velvet coat molded to broad shoulders not requiring padding, and the sophisticated striped waistcoat of gold and ivory satin accented his lean waist as well as good taste. Alicia shied away from gazing at the buckskin breeches conforming to muscled calves and thighs. If they were as exquisitely tailored as the coat, she would not be able to hide her embarrassment.

      Instead she gazed upward to the high cheekbones and black eyes of his bronzed countenance, and met a trace of sardonic humor.

      “Mrs. Stanford, I believe,” he drawled. “How good it is to make your acquaintance again.”

      Speechless, Alicia could scarcely reply, but fortunately Jacques intervened.

      Slapping Travis on the back, he laughed. “We had to ask this no-count renegade. He the only one hereabouts who have the fancy coat to wear!”

      Amusement curled one corner of Alicia’s mouth as she held out her hand to the Indian. “I suspect I was invited for the same reason. I am pleased to meet you again, Mr. Travis.”

      “Oh, no, not Mister! I’m Jacques, he, Travis. We no need titles here,” the Frenchman protested.

      Travis’s gaze sauntered from her waves of chestnut hair to her delicate gown. He grinned. “I suspect you are right, Mrs. Stanford. Martha and Babette have a penchant for civilization that the remainder of the community sadly lacks.”

      He hugged the giggling young girl at his side. “I dare say they have met their match tonight.” This time, his gaze swept approvingly over her slender black gown that left a shocking expanse of ivory shoulders and arms bared.

      Alicia froze under his appreciative gaze and turned to her host. “I don’t believe I have met all your guests. If you would introduce me . . .”

      Acknowledging her request, Jacques led her away, giving his puzzled friend only a shrug.

      Undeterred, Travis insinuated himself into a seat across the table from Alicia when she sat down to eat. Well-known by Jacques’ guests, he kept the conversation flowing and made certain it included the guest of honor. Since she was so obviously embarrassed by his frank stare, Travis made his presence unobtrusive.

      Once she became a part of the conversation, Alicia relaxed and enjoy the evening. The meal was a simple one, consisting of recently harvested vegetables: beans and corn and early squash cooked with chunks of fat and bits of bacon, plus a haunch of venison. Since the trestle table scarcely contained room for all the guests, people roamed about, carrying their tin plates. Some of the men disappeared outside to smoke their pipes and pass a jug, while their womenfolk gossiped by the fireside. Martha and Babette bobbed back and forth from the kitchen, keeping the dishes filled. Alicia held back a smile at the manner in which a tasty loaf of bread was ripped to crumbs before it reached the end of the table.

      A fiddler appeared and played a merry tune that was soon joined by the lilting notes of a mouth harp. Well warmed by the juice of a jug, a few men dragged out their wives into a small space cleared on the cabin floor, and the walls rattled with their foot-stomping appreciation of the music. Laughing, clapping, caught up in the fun, others joined them until only Alicia and Jacques remained at the table.

      Unaware of her wistful expression as she watched Babette swing around the circle in the arms of her tall Indian partner, Alicia almost jumped at the sound of the deep voice behind her.

      “Out here a woman cannot live alone. If she not have family, she must find a man.” A wide, white grin broke across the Frenchman’s dark face as she turned to face him. “And there are many, many men out here to choose from. A widow marries quickly. There is no time for mourning when the logs need chopping and the pot needs meat. Why don’t you dance and make merry like the others?”

      Since she had refused every offer to dance, the question was an honest one, but Alicia was incapable of answering. Even she was uncertain of the truth. She could force herself to do many things, but there was no purpose in forcing herself to join the dancers. She would never marry, so she need not submit to the touch of total strangers. She shook her head politely.

      “My father is in St. Louis. I am not without family,” she offered in explanation, though she knew she bent the truth. Her father had been in St. Louis five years ago. Whether he still walked this earth at all was a matter of pure speculation.

      The evening ended before midnight, and as the guests drifted into the night, and Babette and Martha began cleaning the ruins, Travis appeared to say his farewells.

      “I thank you for the evening, Jacques. It will give me something to remember on those long nights down the river.”

      Helping Babette fold up a rug so the remnants of someone’s tobacco could be shaken out, Alicia tried to ignore the polished accents coming so strangely from this man she knew to be an uncouth boatman. But her efforts were unsuccessful. The knowledge that he intended to travel downriver compelled her to listen.

      “You goin’, then?” the Frenchman asked with interest. “They say Tecumseh and his warriors are refusin’ to treat with Harrison. Them filthy redcoats be promisin’ the heavens to the heathens. Can’t be healthy for travelin’.”

      Travis’s thin lips quirked in a wry smile. “That should be no problem for a redcoat renegade like me. You worry too much, Jacques. You’re getting old. I’ve got a hankering for new places. I’ll write you when I find them.”

      Jacques snorted. “A river rat never stays one place for long. It will kill you, my friend.”

      Before the conversation could get more personal, Alicia intruded. “Did you say you were traveling downriver, Mr. Travis?”

      “The boat is nearly done, Mrs. Stanford. I did not build it for amusement.”

      Taking a deep breath and avoiding his quizzical stare, she turned to her host. “Have you found Mr. Daniels yet?”

      Jacques shrugged. “He no return. I keep looking, but he is a man prefers wilderness to town.” He shook his head to silence his friend. It would not do to tell the lady the man she sought lay in a drunken stupor under the back stairs of a local tavern.

      Gathering her courage, sensing that the elusive Mr. Daniels might never return, Alicia confronted the cynical gentleman. “Would there be room for a passenger on this boat of yours, Mr. Travis? I would pay well.”

      “Madam, I will be traveling with a crew of nine men on a river that is so low we may have to pole our way down it. Without rain, we will have to portage around the falls and any sandbars. The discomfort of traveling in such a manner is difficult enough for strong men, but with the added danger of Indians on the warpath and river pirates on the banks, I would not recommend the voyage to anyone, especially a woman traveling alone.”

      Stung by his scorn, Alicia drew herself up to her full height, tilting her chin. “You need only promise to curtain off one corner of the cabin for my privacy. I can walk the same as any man if we must. The Indians and the outlaws are a risk I must take no matter when or how I travel. I fear my traveling companions more than other dangers.” She eyed Travis with doubt. “If I may take Jacques’ word that you are capable of behaving with a better degree of courtesy than the cutthroat who left me here, I am willing to take the risk if you are.”

      Travis laughed. “I am not so certain I trust myself so much as Jacques does. But if you are foolish enough to accept the risks, I will accept your offer of a generous fee. My cargo may not sell as well in St. Louis as New Orleans, and you will complicate the journey.”

      Beginning to shake with joy and fear, Alicia simply nodded. She would pay any price to be as far gone from Philadelphia as she could. The possibility of finding her father filled her with elation, but the danger of the journey marred any notion of happiness. That, and her predicament, kept her feet firmly on the ground. She was a survivor, but some days the struggle made her wonder if it were worth the effort.

      With self-assurance Travis turned to his host. “I’ll escort the lady home, Jacques. You rest that foot and take Martha off to bed before she works herself to death. Give both your women a kiss from me.”

      Torn between outrage at his presumptuousness and the guess that Babette would prefer to be kissed by the stylish renegade than her father, Alicia lost her chance to control the situation. Repeating her farewells and appreciation, she let herself be led into the starlit night in the company of a man she instinctively knew to be dangerous.

      “Where is your earring tonight, Mr. Travis?” she asked as he took her elbow and steered her toward the street.

      “You like my earring?” he returned. “I’ll wear it in the morning when you come down to quarrel over the terms of our arrangement.”

      “I see no reason why I should speak with you again until it is time to leave. Simply name your price and date of departure.”

      “You open yourself to some interesting propositions with that offer, Mrs. Stanford. No wonder Captain Danforth was so irate at your lack of interest. But I will not insult Jacques’ wisdom by naming the terms that first come to mind. Come down to the boat in the morning, and we will talk money and preparations. The nighttime should be reserved for more pleasant things.”

      Alicia bridled at the implication, but she would not lower herself to arguing with a creature who probably referred to himself as “half horse, half alligator” like the other keelboatmen.

      “I cannot fathom what further preparations might be needed, but if you will not discuss terms tonight, then there is no point in your accompanying me any longer. Thank you for your company, but I can see myself back.”

      “I promised Jacques to see you home, and I will, if I must hog-tie you and carry you screaming through the streets. If you are to travel with me, Mrs. Stanford, you must learn to obey orders, or I will put you off on the first island we come to. A boat cannot be run down this river unless all hands are prepared to jump when ordered. Perhaps you had better think twice about signing on with me.”

      Shocked at being spoken to in such a manner, Alicia fought back any hasty reply. She needed this arrogant half-breed to take her away from here. It was most vexing to be placed at such a disadvantage, but she would have her own back one of these days. St. Louis was a civilized city. They would listen to a lady’s complaints. Then let this black-eyed monster look at her the way he was doing now. She longed to slap him, but that would be lowering herself to his level.

      “I shall do that, Mr. Travis,” she replied as they reached the tavern door. “If I am not down at the river in the morning, you may find another passenger. Good night.”

      Stunned by the possibility that she might choose to stay behind rather than travel with him, Travis hesitated long enough to allow her to escape through the door before he had the presence of mind to kiss her, as he had planned. Grimacing at the realization of his own arrogance in assuming she would rather travel with him than stay here, he shoved open the tavern door and followed her in.

      She was scurrying toward the stairs when his voice boomed over the murmur of voices at the bar. “It was a pleasant evening, Mrs. Stanford. I look forward to seeing you in the morning!”

      Alicia stared at him in dismay, until the reaction of the other men in the room caused her to choke and flee for her chambers. The bigot at the bar was fighting apoplexy at the sight of Travis in his frock-coat standing head and shoulders above the crowd. And the others were pulling themselves up out of half-drunken stupors to stare in disbelief at his cultured tones. The sight of Alicia’s frail silk disappearing up the stairway topped it all off, and within minutes the saloon was in an uproar.

      Travis smiled, bowed, and departed.

      Upstairs in her locked room, Alicia gazed out the moonlit window to the street below. The midnight terror had her in its grip, and her hand clutched at the tiny rounding between her hipbones. Never, ever would she let another man touch her. Just the thought of it made her tremble until the sickness returned. But this was a man’s world she was entering now. Why had she not thought of that when she fled the horror she left behind?

      She had been given fair warning that first night in Pittsburgh. The stagecoach had left her at what had been promised as a respectable hostelry, but the ruffians inhabiting it had been little better than the ones below, including the women.

      Closing her eyes against the memory of the knife flashing in the hands of the woman at the bar, Alicia tried to calm herself. She had never seen a knife fight before. The blood . . .! It sickened her to remember it, sickened her to remember a woman had been the one to wield it. But most of all, it sickened her to remember the wild surge of vengeful delight she had felt as the man fell to the floor. Filled with loathing for her reaction, she had fled the room, but the memory haunted her. She now knew the fiend she could become, the kind of person he would make of her if she let him.

      Dropping her shawl to the dresser, Alicia stared at the tiny mirror. She could not let the madness inside of her be released. She must fight it with every ounce of pride she had left, though Teddy had left her little. To give in would be to lower herself to the same level as that knife-wielding harlot, and that way lay destruction. She had been raised a lady. Even among savages she must remain a lady, at whatever cost.

      Torn between helpless fury at the violence that had been done to her and the need to preserve what remained of her shattered pride, Alicia rocked back and forth in front of the mirror. She could not let another man do that to her again. She would buy the means to prevent that in the morning. Before she went to the river.
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      Tucking the small pearl-handled pistol she had just purchased into her bag, Alicia turned to leave the general mercantile store. A well-endowed, somewhat eccentrically garbed woman with flamboyant red hair stopped in the doorway before Alicia could exit and studied her with curiosity.

      Alicia had heard of women like this, but protected as she had been, had never met one. The revulsion she felt for what this woman must do for a living provoked an irrational curiosity to know more, but she would have passed silently by had not the other woman spoken first.

      “Well, I declare, if it isn’t the little lady what has the whole river talkin’! How do you do, honey? I’m Molly Malone, or so’s they call me, leastways. Meeting Lonetree this morning, ain’t you? Mind if I walk a ways with you?”

      Unable to refuse politely as the larger woman followed her, Alicia covered her confusion with silence. The woman’s nearly lashless eyes looked her over with open curiosity, but there appeared to be no animosity in them.

      “Mite on the quiet side, ain’t you, honey? Lonetree’s an odd one. Might be he prefers ’em like that, but I can’t see how a proper lady like you would get mixed up with the likes of him. I’m not meanin’ to be nosy, honey, but I take an interest in my friends.”

      Alicia’s footsteps slowed to a halt, and she studied the brash, honest features of this overdressed, overweight woman. The woman’s complexion showed the effects of an excess of liquor and paint, but despite the artificiality of her appearance, there seemed genuine concern for the elusive half-breed in her expression.

      “Mrs. Malone, I appreciate your interest, but I fail to understand your meaning. Mr. Lonetree or Travis or whatever he is called has offered to transport me to St. Louis and my father. It is strictly a business arrangement. If there is something else I should know, please feel free to confide in me.

      The woman broke into a grin and looked Alicia up and down admiringly. “Well, honey, you got a mite more gumption than that prissy gown gives you credit for, I’ll say that. Maybe Lonetree knows what he’s doin’. Usually does, that’s for certain. Never saw such a man for getting what he wants, providin’ he knows what he wants. But when a man starts putting on fancy duds and goin’ to town instead of taking up a lady’s invitation to her bed, it sure sounds like he knows what he wants. He’s a mite on the wild side, that injun blood in him, I reckon, but he’s a good man. You ain’t going to find none better out here. Always wondered what that boy had in him, but now I see what he’s been after. You don’t want him, just send him back to me. I’ll look after him.”

      Incredulous, unwilling to grasp her outrageous implication, Alicia shook her head in disbelief. “I’ll keep your recommendation in mind, Mrs. Malone. I thank you for sharing your thoughts with me.”

      “Honey, that’s what we’re put on God’s good earth for. I do like your style. Some of these so-called ladies around here cross the street when they see me comin’, and there ain’t no way I can be of help to them. But I thought if Lonetree picked you, there’s got to be a reason, and I was right. You got class, but you’re a woman just like me. Men are hard on a woman, but we can’t live without them. You take care now, honey. I reckon we won’t be seeing each other again soon.”

      Molly Malone rolled off, her wide hips swinging generously beneath outdated petticoats and stiff skirts. She reminded Alicia of a battleship plowing through the waves of a harbor, her mighty keel reducing the roar of the ocean to splashes. God help any who floundered in her path.

      Somewhat shaken, Alicia headed toward the river. Just what had Molly meant when she said they were both women?
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      Travis followed her progress as his new passenger picked her way over the rutted clay and rocks of the path down to the river. She had abandoned black for a deep navy blue, but she still wore one of her infernal bonnets with the brim pulled around her face so only someone standing directly in front of her could see more than shadow. The sensible muslin gown showed no hint of the frills or lace of last night, and concealed any hint of the creamy skin beneath. Despite all that, he smiled in delight. If she had any idea how much those fashionable little gowns revealed, he suspected she would dust off her mother’s old full skirts.

      Travis climbed down from the cabin roof. At least he had had the presence of mind to wear his shirt, though he had refrained from tying it closed. True to his word, he wrapped his long hair with a bandanna instead of tying it into a queue, and returned the gold earring to his ear.

      “Beautiful day, Mrs. Stanford.”

      “But you would prefer rain, I take it?” Alicia asked.

      His eyebrows shot up at her grasp of the situation, but he nodded. “This trip would be a good deal safer in the rain, admittedly, but to wait for it might place us too close to winter and other hazards. It might take longer than usual, but I can get us downriver without the rain.”

      “Good. I’ve been told you are a competent man and assured that you get what you set out for, so I’ll not doubt your ability.”

      At her ironic tone, Travis studied her expression. “And who have you been talking to that is so generous in my praise?”

      “A Mrs. Malone, I believe. She left me with a most singular impression, but I don’t suppose you would care to clarify her implications?”

      Travis opened his mouth to speak, closed it again, and stared at her with incredulity and disbelief before he broke out in laughter. “Molly! My God! What were you doing talking to Molly?”

      Tapping her toe, Alicia waited for him to control himself. “I believe it was more a case of Molly doing the talking. I would prefer it if my name did not become a household word. Just what is everyone saying about me that she would confront me in such a manner?”

      Sobering, Travis leaned back against the boat’s keel and picked up the latest stick he had been carving. Pulling out his knife, he looked up at her obliquely. “I don’t know who you’re hiding from, Mrs. Stanford, or why, but any woman traveling this river alone will start tongues wagging.”

      “I am just not accustomed to being gossiped about. Now, shall we discuss the terms of our agreement?”

      Travis whittled at his stick, watching the shape forming beneath his fingers. He had promised himself not to look closely at the flaws of this woman who had stepped from the water practically into his arms, but he could not avoid doubts. She was some years younger than he, but no longer a child. If it were not for her mourning and her insistence on the title “Mrs.” he would have thought her a maiden, though. Her modesty was easily offended for a woman who should have known the physical aspects of men and matrimony. Now this fear of gossip added to the mystery. Had she murdered her husband? Or just run away from him? Judging by her innate good breeding, Travis rather suspected the latter, which complicated matters.

      Since he could think of no better plan than the one he had conceived, he shrugged. “The price of the boat is forty-five dollars. If I make less money on my cargo in St. Louis than I expected in New Orleans, I will expect you to make up half the difference. If I make more, I will split the profits. In either case, the boat is yours to do with as you wish when we arrive. But over and beyond that, I expect you to obey my orders. Can you shoot a rifle, Mrs. Stanford?”

      Alicia swallowed her relief at the price. To pay for the entire boat was outrageous, but she was in no position to haggle. Under the circumstances, forty-five dollars was reasonable, but the other conditions might not be. “A rifle, Mr. Travis? I have never even held one.”

      He snorted and shoved upright. “I figured that. We’ll have to give you some lessons, Mrs. Stanford. At times, every hand is needed, and yours will be no exception. Hampered by those fool skirts of yours, you will more likely be a nuisance than anything, but putting breeches on you certainly won’t solve the problem. ’Tis a pity you’re not a squaw. They at least know how to dress sensibly.”

      Seething, Alicia fought the urge to retaliate. Her upbringing did not permit vulgar quarrels. Perhaps her condition rendered her emotionally unstable. If so, she had all the more reason to resist telling this insufferable man what she thought of him.

      “Mr. Travis,” she replied icily, then catching herself, she inquired, “Is it Travis Lonetree or Lonetree Travis? It is most difficult addressing you without a proper introduction.”

      “Neither. Just call me one or the other, preferably without the ‘Mister.’ I’ll answer to just about anything. You had something else you wished to say?”

      Alicia jutted her chin. “I only wished to say, Mr. Travis, that I am quite capable of wearing breeches or deerskin or blankets, if necessary, should it get us to St. Louis faster. Just inform me of the approved garb, and I will acquire it.”

      It took him a minute to formulate a reply. She feared he would recommend breechclouts and turkey feathers as his mother had probably worn, but he apparently decided against testing his luck.

      He nodded in approval at her practicality. “I trust your judgment in not wearing anything to inflame my men any more than necessary. Other than that, I recommend anything that allows you to walk with comfort without entangling itself on every briar. Normally, it would not matter, but we may see a lot of walking this trip. Moccasins would be more comfortable for your feet than those dainty slippers.” He indicated the pieces of material laced about her ankles.

      Alicia blushed at the realization that his sharp eyes had not missed any detail of her garments. “Can you recommend a place where I might purchase some moccasins, then? And tell me what date we will be leaving so I can have my luggage delivered in time.”

      “I’ll take care of the moccasins for you. One of my men will have the wagon at the tavern at daybreak. I’m ready to go as soon as you are, Mrs. Stanford.”

      Startled, but relieved that this unendurable voyage would begin soon, Alicia nodded her acceptance. She did not know how she would survive countless days in the company of this unnerving savage, but she would run barefoot through the woods to escape what she had left behind.

      “I will be ready at dawn, Mr. Travis. Thank you.” Averting her eyes from that penetrating black stare of his, she turned toward town.
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      Since she scarcely slept, Alicia was up and ready when the ancient wagon halted outside the tavern at dawn. She checked the black kerchief wrapped over her gray muslin bodice, and straightened her gray bonnet to hide her hair. She knew from experience that heavy tendrils would escape before day’s end, but she would start this journey with proper decorum. She looked the part of a Quaker lady, she surmised, and wished she had the white apron to confirm it.

      The knock on the door startled her, though she had been expecting it. With one last nervous knotting of her bonnet strings, Alicia unfastened the latch.

      To her surprise Travis stood there, his shirt properly tied and topped by a buckskin jacket with fringes along the arms and yoke, his hair cropped to an almost respectable length about his sun-browned throat. She must have been staring, for he gestured at her trunks, distracting her gaze.

      She hurried to gather her pelisse and purse and the smaller carpet bag. Travis effortlessly lifted the largest trunk and carried it into the hall, gesturing with his head to another man to go after the last. They marched through the silent tavern without exchanging a word. Not until they reached the street did they even encounter another human being.

      A lone couple strolled arm in arm through the dusty, half-lit street. They appeared to be respectable. At the sight of the small procession loading baggage into the wagon, the woman whispered into the man’s ear. The man in turn stared at Travis helping Alicia into the seat.

      Without a word of provocation he spat in the dust at Travis’s feet, muttered, “Damned, no-good injuns,” and steered his companion across the street.

      Alicia stared after the couple, too stunned to react. Then the tension of these last minutes broke, and she chuckled. Travis shouldered the last of the trunks into the wagon and climbed up beside her. At her outburst he raised a quizzical brow.

      “That’s what Molly said they did when she came to town. Are you a whore, Mr. Travis?” As she had never said such an improper thing in her life, she covered her mouth with her fingers and looked surprised, but the dignified man beside her did not seem in the least disturbed.

      “No, Mrs. Stanford. Are you?”

      The casualness of his question shocked Alicia into further giggles, until she could not control the hysterical laughter. Until now she had kept tight rein on her emotions, but today she felt free. The burden of a thousand travesties lifted from her shoulders, and fell by the wayside as the wagon rumbled down silent streets to the river below. Home and family lay far behind, and the great, wide West loomed before her. She wanted to shout “Hallelujah!” and dance a jig, but she did not know how. Instead she laughed until the men in the wagon with her began to grin.

      “Mrs. Stanford, if you can laugh that way at every insult you are given, you are destined to lead a long and merry life,” Travis predicted.

      “That sounds as if you expect me to be insulted frequently, Mr. Travis,” she giggled as the wagon came to a halt by the river.

      Travis swung down from the seat and with a lazy, muscular grace grasped her by the waist and lifted her to the ground. Black eyes twinkled as he held her longer than necessary.

      “If it keeps you laughing like that
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