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Was it by choice or miss calculation that the young fisherman found himself rowing closer towards the infamous pirate vessel on this hot August day? One could squabble that he simply rowed off course due to the weather. However, the sky was lit by the full moon, and the seas was a dead calm. No, he was exactly where he was supposed to be.

Supposed to be? Not quite. Neither fishing boat nor heading straight into dangerous territory was where Felicity Morron had planned to be. Disguised as a sea faring young lad, she was supposed to stowaway on a ship heading towards England. Unfortunately, fate had other plans that particular night. As she rowed onward, she glanced down at the leather attaché entrusted to her and begun to reflect back on how she ended up in this new mess.

June 1814

From the second Felicity had awoken, she sensed nothing about this day would attest to be ordinary. Could the cause of her apprehension be simply that she had skipped her nightly ritual of braiding her long golden hair? Or maybe, just maybe the cause was her womanly intuition beckoning to not be ignored.

Felicity decided to embark on the one object she had complete control of. She flung the covers off, leapt out of bed and swiftly scampered over to the rose orientated solid oak vanity. There she plunked her toosh on the soft cushioned bench that matched the vanity. Then while she fixed her eyes on the mangled mass in the large oval mirror, she reached for the pearl handled hairbrush. It had been in her mother’s family for generations and passed down as a gift upon every daughter’s seventeenth birthday. Now it belonged to her. She smiled as she wrapped her fingers around the smooth pearl handle for it made her feel like she was part of the upper crust. So, channeling the grace of high society she went about the task of untangling the stands that had intertwined during the night. Unfortunately, gracefulness was not in the cards. She yanked and pulled her hair with the bristles of the brush, all the while her teeth clinched tighter together. The foul grunts that escaped her throat were unladylike and proof of her providence. Still, she had one attribute she was proud of, her stubbornness. She learned it from her father and was not ashamed to use it when warranted. This was one of those times. With every stroke of the brush the uneasiness in the pit of her stomach never wavered. Since she had just ruled out what she could control, she wondered what it was about this particular day that caused her so much dread. Resigning to the fact it would eventually come to her; she finished her task then placed the brush back from where it came, along with the evidence of her forgetfulness, and picked up the red ribbon she had laid on the vanity the night before.

Now that her hair no longer crept into her face, she made her way over to the large matching oak dresser. There she opened the top drawer and pulled out the two article of clothing she never fully understood why she had to wear. She already had a slim waist, and her small breasts were manageable enough without the corset. Yet oddly enough, the chemise had become like a second layer of skin protecting her from the corset. Carefully she discarded her white cotton nightdress then put on the chemise before she fastened the corset tightly to her flesh.

Next, she made her way to the tall oak wardrobe and opened both doors. Instinctively, she snatched the petticoat off the hook from inside one door and for a brief moment crinkled her nose. She absolutely detested wearing such an uncomfortable article of clothing. The wire rings inside the slip rarely gave when she sat, and they were heavy to carry. Yet, on the upside she did like the way it made her skirts sway seductively when she walked. Since she enjoyed the attention it got her, she lowered it toward the floor and stepped inside. Slowly she pulled it up to her waist to make sure the hoops properly unfolded then tied it in place.

Finally, all she had left was the teal satin-like dress she had begged her father to buy. Turning to the other door she carefully collected the dress from its hanger and slipped it over her head. The skirt fluently found its way over the petticoat as she gently stuffed her arms into the sleeves. Once everything had fallen into place, she connected all the clasps her hands could reach then went to stand in front of the vanity for finally approval.

The corner of her mouth slowly crept upward as she stared at herself in the mirror. How devilishly beautiful she looked wearing this dress. Though she had to alter the low-cut neckline with white lace to appease her father, it gave it a certain something. Instead of spoiling the dress, the lace gave rise to the imagination. Men always were attracted towards what treasure women kept concealed. Still, her favorite part was the full skirt because it swayed like a bell as she moved her hips. ‘Now for the finishing touches’ she thought to herself. She walked over to the foot of her bed, sat down, and leaned over to pick up the teal dyed leather footwear then slipped them on her feet.

The concept of time that had eluded her finally caught up. Knowing her father was an inpatient man she raced down the hall and practically skipped her way down the staircase. At least until her mother came into view wearing a stern look upon her face. With cheeks flushed almost to the color that would match her dress, Felicity gracefully completed her descent.

When she reached the foyer, she politely greeted her mother, “Good morning, Mother.” She then placed an expected kiss on her mother’s cheek before her apology, “I am sorry time slipped by."

"That is no excuse for galloping down the staircase like a tomboy," Marguerite replied.

"I know, and again I am truly sorry mother." Hoping to smooth things over, Felicity gave her mother the most apologetic blue eyes. She held that look until she saw the sternness melt away, then hit her with a request. "Could you hook the last clasp for me?”

Swiftly Marguerite went back to the disapproving glare as she scolded her daughter, “May God have mercy on your soul, child." She then spun her daughter around and went about hooking the last clasp as she continued, "You know your father is waiting for us.” When all she received was a nod of acknowledgement from her daughter, she finished the clasp then made her way towards the front doors. Nothing at this point could change her mood. Not even the hurried clicks of her daughter's shoes as she collected her cloak from its hook and wrapped around her shoulders.

It was never Felicity's intension to upset her mother, but it seemed she had. Was this why she woke with an unsettling feeling? If so, she knew she had to smooth things over before they left the house. Ready with the sincerest apology she reached her mother. However, before the words could form on her lips, she noticed something was not right. “Mother, are you okay?”

“I am fine,” Marguerite snapped as she handed her daughter her cloak.

"Please mother, do not take this as being disrespectful," Felicity started as she wrapped the cloak around her and tied the two strips of fabric in place, “But you look dreadful.”

“I am just a little tired that is all, nothing to concern your self with.” Marguerite hurriedly pulled her hood over her head to shield off any more unwanted questions then opened one of the double oak doors and disappeared outside.

Felicity took the hint and dropped the subject. Still, she could not shake that dreaded feeling that had plagued her all morning. Praying her mother's mood would change as the day went on, she walked out the door.

As Felicity walked across the front porch, she noticed her father standing next to the wagon with his arms crossed in front of his chest. He was in a tiff, and she knew her tardiness was not helping. Needing to keep on his good side, she lifted her skirt just enough to not trip over and hurried down the steps. As she hustled towards the wagon, she saw her father placed a block of wood on the ground just behind the seat and she instantly knew what it meant. She would have to sit on the crate of shame in the back for upsetting her mother. Accepting her punishment, she stepped onto the block and into the wagon. Then just as she took her seat, she noticed a group of men in front of the stables. They looked to be in the midst of having a heated discussion. “Father, what is going on down there?”

Jean did not have to turn his head to know, “I found one of the stable boys sleeping off his drunkenness in the stables on his watch. So, I fired a shot to wake him up.” Jean then cracked the reigns and put the wagon into motion.

The morning chill still bit through Felicity's layers of clothing, so after the initial jolt she moved her grasps from the side of the crate to her cloak. As she tightened it around her for warmth, she thought about how lucky her family truly was. Even though they were not one of the wealthiest families in New Orleans, they still had the family business. Yet she could not help but wonder for how long?

With the war to break ties away from England still raged, Felicity had seen the decline of patrons able to pay their charges. She had also heard of their struggles. Worried their fates could affect hers, that dreaded feeling became worse. She needed to shift her mind towards something that would bring her happier thoughts.

After searching her memories, she settled on the time she spent with her best friend, Josephine Mongsberry.

It was a warm summer day, and her father had given her a rare day off from the mercantile. Missing her friend, she knew exactly how she would spend it. She showed up on the Mongsberry's doorstep just before the noon hour ready for their picnic down by the stream. Naturally, Josephine had answered the door, and a joyous squeal escaped them both followed by a brief friendly hug. While remembering that moment, Felicity closed her eyes. Josephine had always given the best hugs, and she just wanted it to last. However, like all good things these days it did not last for long. Needing a stronger memory, she skipped to where the two of them had raced, wearing only their chemises and pantaloons, to see who would be the first one in the water. As usual Josephine would get the first toe in. Yet it never stopped Felicity from claiming victory. In order to settle the dispute, the two agreed on a dunking contest. Together they walked further into the stream until the water was waist high, then the battle began.

In order to block the other's attempt, the two would splash water on each other's faces. Nevertheless, that was not the funny part. Felicity once again skipped through her memory to the part where Josephine slipped on a rock and her head went under first. The cries of unfairness that followed made her giggle. After savoring the memory for a moment, she moved on. A chase ensued and Felicity desperately swam to shore. She went as far as she could before the water became shallow and forced to walk the rest of the way. As she hustled her way towards the shore, she heard Josephine sloshing her legs close behind. With Josephine at her heels, she dared not look back. She was almost to safety when she felt the bounce of the wagon, and all was lost.

Felicity surveyed the scenery and deduced they had not reached town yet. She knew they were close though when she spotted the wooden road sign that simply read New Orleans. It was only a matter of time now before her father would drop her mother and her off to open the mercantile while he continued towards the docks to pick up more merchandise.

As the wagon slowed, Felicity began prepping herself for another day of work. First, she ran and shook her fingers through her hair in order to dislodge any dust that might have found its way there while being kicked up from the wheels. Then she brushed off what she could from her dress. When the wagon finally came to a stop, she watched her father jump down from the wagon then hold out his hand to aid her mother. Again, she found herself struck by that overwhelming dread in the pit of her stomach. As she tried to pay no heed to it, she witnessed her mother collapse as she climbed out of the wagon.
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A bell rang out causing Felicity to rejoin the present. She heard it again and glanced over her shoulder to fine the fishing vessel, which she had been employed on, turning back to port. Did they know something she didn’t? Was she never to return once she had delivered what she had beside her? Not wanting to dwell on the thought, she allowed her mind to continue rehashing her journey thus far.

June 1814

A few days had passed when Felicity slowly opened her bedroom door and peered into the hallway. With no signs of her father or household staff she quietly crept out of her room and slowly closed the door behind her. She then tiptoed her way down the hall towards her mother’s room. As she passed the banister, she glanced over it and down to the foyer just to be sure she hadn’t awoken anyone. Pleased with her findings she moved onward until she finally reached her mother’s door. There she paused and took a deep breath. As she placed her hand on the doorknob, she became startled by the sounds of clanking dishes approaching and turned around. “Tillie, I was not expecting to see you this early.”

“Sorry Miss Morron I have been up all night trying to get the Misses to eat something.” 

“Allow me,” Felicity said as she took the tray. “I will get her to eat. You go get some sleep.”

“Thank you, Miss Morron.”

With the tray in one hand, she entered the room, and a strong sense told her something was wrong. Afraid of what it meant she sat the tray on the wooden desk next to the door then made her way over to the bed. As she claimed the chair already in place she took her mother's hand, and her heart ached. The once strong and vibrant person now lay before her in a gray clammy shell. She raised her head up towards the ceiling and without closing her eyes she began to pray. "Dear God, if you are truly there, please seek out the kindness of your heart and make my mother well." Before she had a chance to continue, she felt a light squeeze and answered, “I am here Mother.”

Even though her mother's voice was light and airy she managed to make out two words, Doctor and Wilson.” She understood the urgency of those words and was about to get up when her mother held tightly to her hand forcing her back down.

“Promise you will not tell your father.”

“I promise,” Felicity answered and with that her mother loosened her grip allowing her to take her leave.

She tried to show calmness in front of her mother as she slowly rose from the chair and walked across the room. However, once she had exited and closed the door behind her she quickened her pace. There was no time to change out of her nightdress, so she headed down the staircase and straight for the front door. Along the way she snatched her cloak and quickly wrapped it around her for modesty before leaving the house.

The bitter cold morning caused her to hold the cloak tightly to her body for warmth as she dashed towards the stables. It was a good five-minute run across the dew kissed lawn and her bed slippers were getting soaked. As she got closer to the stables her feet began to make a sloshing sound within the slippers, but she ignored it. She had only one goal, and keeping her slippers on was not it.

Finally, she reached the entrance of the stables, went in then quickly made a right turn. It was in this direction she had hoped to find the stable boy so he could aid her in the saddle for her horse. Unfortunately, he was nowhere to be found. Knowing there was no time to waste she hurried to the arena where her saddle hung over the fence. She paused momentarily as she eyed the long piece of bronze leather then took a deep breath before she lifted the saddle and swung it over her shoulder. Surprised by the weight she let out a gasp. Once she managed to regain her balance, she carried it over to the second to the last stall towards her left. There she could hear Celestia kicking around as if she knew something was wrong. With caution she opened the gate and once inside she slipped the saddle off her shoulder then placed it in the corner upon the blanket lying on top of a pile of hay.

“Hush now,” whispered Felicity as she raised her hand slowly to grab a hold of the harness. With her free hand she began to stroke Celestia’s nose until she settled down. “I have a big job to do. Will you help me?”

Felicity watched as Celestia bobbed her head then said, “Good.”

Letting go of the harness, Felicity walked back over and picked up the saddle. When she returned, she swung it over the back of her horse. As she tightened the straps underneath, she prayed her horse would not rear up or worse, relieve herself. With her prayer answered she placed one foot in the stirrup then swung the other over. Ready for the ride of her life, she jabbed her heels into the ribs of her horse and rode off towards town.

Meanwhile, time seemed to go by slowly as Marguerite waited for her daughter’s return. Her body felt like it was failing, and she feared she might not have much time left. However, she had to hold on even if it meant only to see her daughter, and husband one last time. With what little strength she could muster she reached over and picked up the bell from her nightstand. She shook it as hard as she could until it slipped from her fingers, falling to the floor.

Tillie heard the bell and entered her misses’ room. She quickly rushed over when she saw her trying to sit up. “Allow me Misses,” said Tillie as she propped a pillow behind her head.

When she was able to muster some strength Marguerite tugged on Tillie’s sleeve beckoning her to lean a little closer. “I have something I need to confess.”

“The doctor will be here any moment,” Tillie tried to console her misses as she grabbed the washcloth from the basin on the nightstand and wrung it out.

“Tillie, I might not have time.” Marguerite gasped as the cold damp cloth was placed upon her forehead.

“Now do not talk like that Misses. As stubborn as you are, you will beat whatever this is, and everything will be as it was.”

Marguerite knew Tillie was right. She definitely was stubborn and to prove she had not lost that attribute she grabbed tighter onto Tillie’s arm. “What I am about to tell you I want you to write down. You are not to give it to anyone until after my death. Even then it should be given to Mr. Mongsberry. Agreed?”

The strength of her misses’ grip stunned Tillie enough that she closed her mouth against the words that had tried to form and lent her an ear. As she listened intensely Tillie tried desperately not to gasp at the revelation that had been entrusted to her. By the time her misses was done the doctor entered and Tillie let out a sigh of relief, “Thank God you are here. I think the Misses to be fallen to delirious.”

“Tillie, I will take it from here,” ordered Dr. Wilson as he made his way over to the bed.

“But I want to stay,” stated Felicity. She ignored the doctor’s request and continued to make her way towards her mother’s bed until Tillie moved in front of her.

With her arms crossed and her chest puffed out, Tillie gave Felicity a stern look. “Now... Miss Morron.”

Felicity knew there was no way to get around the maid once she took her stance. So, she peered around her shoulder and called out to the doctor, “Will she be all right?”

“As soon as I finish my examination, I will let you know.”

Felicity had just started to descend the staircase when the front door flew open and in walked her father. Relieved, she hurried down the stairs. The sadness she felt in her heart spilled over as she plowed into her father and wrapped her arms tightly around him.

Unaware of what was going on Jean gently pried his daughter's hands from around his neck. When he heard her sniffle, he took his hand and raised her head to find tears trickling down her cheek and knew. Gently he reached up and wiped them away. “Now, now, sweet child I am sure your mother is going to be fine. Is the doctor with her now?”

Felicity sniffed backed more tears before answering, “Yes, father.”

“Then she is in good hands.” Jean smiled down at his daughter even though inside he was fighting an emotional battle himself. He then looked up at the maid who now stood behind them. “Tillie, will you go and make us some tea and scones?”

“Yes, Mister Morron.”

Jean placed his hands upon the sides of his daughter’s arms and said, “Now you go with Tillie, and I will meet you in my study.”

“Where are you going father?”

“I am going to check on your mother.” Jean turned his daughter towards the maid and gave her a helpful shove. “Now go.”

Felicity did as her father told her, and after helping Tillie mix the batter for the scones, she cleaned herself up then made her way into her father’s study. Alone in the quiet room she found herself pacing the floor. She could not stop from remembering how pale and fragile her mother looked. It was as if death had come knocking for her soul. A chill ran up her spine at the thought then a touch on her shoulder made her jump. When she turned to see who it was, she said, “Thank God it is you. How is mother?”

“Doctor Wilson advised me to leave and wait,” Jean answered as he claimed his favorite brown leather chair.

Felicity walked over and knelt down in front of her father. For the first time she noticed the dark circles underneath his normally cheerful blue eyes. She cupped his hands in hers and stated, “Father you are overworked. Maybe I should take care of the mercantile for awhile.”

“No, my child I need you here,” Jean refuted.

“Then you need to hire someone.”

“No. We can barely support ourselves thanks to this blasted war against the British.”

“Father, please,” Felicity begged.

“You already have someone in mind.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 3

[image: image]


The heavy rain from the previous day was on the verge of disappearing as the sun rose up on New Orleans. From inside the Ace High, Marcus stood in his office and pulled back the curtains. He stared out the window in search of his next unknowing victim. His plan was to swindle as much land as he could from the people of New Orleans then sell it at a high price to the British. Suddenly an elegant beauty wrapped in a dark cloak glided into his view. Intrigued, he let go of the curtain and raced out of his office. He hurried through the empty gaming house until he reached the front door and swung it open. After stepping out onto the wooden platform he leaned against one of the tall post holding up the awning that kept the entrance dry. With her still in sight, he lowered his gaze towards her cotton skirt and sighed with pleasure as he watched it sway with every step she took. Then suddenly she disappeared around the corner, and before he knew it, he was in motion.

He crossed the dirt road and continued to follow her until he reached the entrance of the alley. Resting against the building he slowly peered around the corner only to spot the last of her slip into the side door of the Morron’s Mercantile. Once again, he found himself in motion. He was just about to turn the knob of the side door when he caught himself and paused. What the hall was he doing? He could not afford to allow a mere woman to distract him from his plans, so he released his grip on the knob and walked back out of the alley.

As he approached the Ace High, he felt a strong pull veering him in the opposite direction. Before he knew it, he was standing at the entrance of the Morron’s Mercantile. Since he was there, he crept inside and slipped behind one of the shelves by the front door. There he waited and watched through the glass oil lamps that lined the top shelf for the cloaked beauty to appear. Much to his surprise, she entered and took her place next to the graying man behind the counter. “Ah, my next target,” he whispered softly to himself. With her cloak gone he could see a little more of her slim figures and the corners of his mouth rose slightly. Unfortunately, her long golden hair shielded the one feature he so desperately wanted to see. Trying not to be obvious, he straightened his jacket and casually wondered about the mercantile as if he were there for another purpose.

Behind the counter Jean finally finished the inventory from the stock room and handed the ledgers over to his daughter. For now, he had things just the way he wanted. He had taken his daughter's advice and hired Travis to help relieve him when his daughter could not. Now he could be at home by his wife's side and have some much-needed rest. With everything in place, he collected his coat from the back room and rested it over his arm. He walked back out to the counter and over to his daughter where he placed a kiss on her cheek before he said, “I will see you at home.”

“Please give mother a kiss for me.”

Jean acknowledged her request as he threw on his coat and made his way to the door. From the corner of his eye, he noticed a customer looking at the glass oil lamps and approached him, “Is there something I can help you with today, Mr. Donahue?”

“Not at the moment, but thank you,” replied Marcus. “I am just browsing for now.”

“In that case, if you need anything my daughter will be happy to assist you.” Jean was glad to see they finally had a customer and at the same time relieved it was one who had wealth.

Once the owner was gone, Marcus sighed with relief then turned his attention back to the young beauty behind the counter. He began his approach slowly, and the closer he got the more his nose tingled from the light scent of lilac. Realizing she must have just bathed in it he envisioned her naked body rising out of the tub. If only he could touch that vision. Then before he knew it, he was standing in front of the counter. Quickly he glanced around the mercantile until he spotted something high up on one of the outer lining shelves. After clearing his throat he asked, “Do you have any rum?” 

“Would you prefer light or dark, Sir?” Felicity answered politely. She looked up from her paperwork and noticed the man’s gaze was focused on her breast. Not sure if she should feel flattered or mortified, she closed the ledger and went to the gate. She made her way to the front and glanced over at him. This time it was long enough to notice he was very well dressed and not a bad-looking man for his age.

Marcus noticed the golden glow of her hazel eyes were only heightened by the long sweeping lashes that fluttered when she caught him staring back. Not wanting to make her feel uncomfortable he pretended not to have notice when he answered, “The dark rum, please.” As the blonde beauty made her way past him every muscle in his body began to ache with the urge to hold her close. But for now, he would settle for following her.

Felicity made her way to the corner in the back of the mercantile where the ladder was kept. It had only recently been her father had to move the liquor out of reach. The financial strain of the war drove some of the residents to steal the liquor for comfort. For now, that was the least of her problems. She looked up at the tall wooden ladder leaning against the wall and with shaky hands reached out to grab it. As she pulled it towards her, a hand clasped over hers and a warm sensation ran down her body.

“May I offer my services?”

Felicity turned her head to see the man attached to the hand and the velvety voice standing close behind her. Frightened by how her body reacted to his touch, she pulled her hand out from underneath his and answered, “Thank you.”

After taking hold of the other side Marcus lifted the ladder up as if it were nothing and followed his goddess. When she stopped, he sat it down and placed it gently against the shelf then slid it over to where she was pointing. He thought about offering to climb up himself to retrieve what he really did not intend to buy, but other thoughts clouded his mind to offer such chivalry.

Felicity took a moment as she stared upwards at the dreaded task before her. If only she was not afraid of heights. It also did not help knowing there would be a handsome man waiting below her. Finally, her sense of duty to please her customers took over. She took a deep breath then after slowly letting it out she began her climb.

With each step she took Marcus moved a little closer towards the bottom of the ladder. Even though he knew it was not very gentleman like, he could not help himself and looked straight up her skirt. The type of slip she wore gave him a perfect view of the pantaloons that snuggled tight against her small firm buttocks. 'Yes,' he thought to himself. Her form was indeed as perfect as her beautiful oval face with its small turned up nose, luscious pink lips, and cheeks that were slightly colored by the cool morning air. Now that he saw what he had been hoping for he stepped back just in time to watch her slim feminine figure stretch with grace. At that moment he vowed he would have her for his wife.

Unaware of what was transpiring below, Felicity held onto the shelf with one hand as the other reached out to grab a bottle of dark rum. She managed to get a grip around the body of the bottle and slid it closer towards her until she had it pressed against her shoulder. When she had a firm grip on its neck, she leaned down and handed it to her customer. Now with her hand free she pulled herself back in an up right position then asked, “Will that be all, Sir?” Noticing her knees were beginning to weaken, Felicity only waited a brief moment for an answer. When none came, she slowly began her descent.

On her way down the toe of her shoe found its way into the hem of her gown. She tried to play it calmly by shaking her leg, but the motion caused the ladder to shake as well. Soon she found herself desperately trying to regain her balance, but to no avail. Then just as she thought she would fall she felt two strong hands grab her by waist and swept her off the ladder. As she was lowered towards the floor the kind man turned her towards him. Now facing him she felt embarrassed by her own clumsiness but manage to say, “Thank you.”

“It was my pleasure.”

A more intense strange feeling rose within her as her eyes met his and it frightened her. It forced her to take a step back as the man released her from his grip. Then after straightening her dress, she calmly returned behind the counter where it was safe.

Marcus was left standing alone watching the object of his desire walk away with her skirt sway back and forth as if inviting him to follow. Since he was never known not to accept an invitation from a lady, he picked up the bottle of rum and gladly obliged.

When he managed to reach the counter before her, he pulled out his money clip from his trouser pocket, all the while never letting the beauty out of his sight. He leaned against the counter with a grim of amusement as he watched the young lady fumble with the lock trying to open the gate. It made him feel good that he had this kind of affect on a woman, but he quickly reminded himself that this was not a woman but a young girl approximately ten years his junior. Yet, feeling sympathetic towards her plight he tried to ease some of the tension by jokingly asking her, “I know your last name. But do you have a first? I would like to know for whom I am risking my life.”

Relieved that she had finally got the lock unhooked Felicity lifted the gate and closed it behind her. Then after taking her place in front of the gentleman, she gave him a friendly smile and replied in a soft voice, “Felicity.”

Noticing the flushness of her cheeks, Marcus felt he had just accomplished his first step in winning her over. “How much do I owe you?”

It seemed this man had a way about him that made her feel giddy inside. His smile was warm and sincere, and if she had not had the counter to lean against, she almost certainly would have melted right there. Then someone entered the mercantile bringing her mind back to her duty. She quickly wrapped the bottle in brown paper and answered, “That will be a dollar and forty-seven cents, Sir.”

As Marcus handed her the money, he purposely brushed his fingertips on the palm of her hand while he reached out with the other to take the bottle of rum. Luckily, his reflexes were quick for that slight touch made the young girl quickly react and let go of the bottle before he had a grip on it. After catching the bottle, he quickly regained his composure and gave her a quick smile to let her know everything was all right. When she smiled back, he knew it was time to leave. Yet, as he reached the front door and placed his hand on its knob he stopped. A strong feeling swept over him, and he knew he could not leave without hopes of seeing her again. He turned backed to face the blonde enchantress to find she was still watching him. “Thank you. I hope I will see you again... Felicity.”

“I, to,” Felicity answered.

When he received the answer, he had been hoping for, Marcus turned back and exited the mercantile deviously grinning.

Since the days were getting shorter, Felicity kept the mercantile open until almost sundown. As soon as she finished her last transaction, she walked her customer to the door and quickly locked it before returning to the daunting task of writing down the last of the purchases for the day. Even though it looked as if the day had started off slow, by the afternoon it proved to be a profitable in more ways than one. Before closing the ledger for the night, she found herself running her finger up the page looking for that first sale of the day. Then the words Dark Rum jumped out, and as if it were magic the devilishly handsome man’s velvety voice found its way to her ears, making her knees quiver. She played back the conversation the two of them had and realized she never asked for his name. Disappointed, she closed the ledger and placed it in the drawer where it belonged.

The sunlight was fading fast as she collected her cloak from the storeroom and made her way out from behind the counter. She hurried towards the door hoping she would get there before all light was gone. However, when she made it halfway to her destination she had to pause and wait for her eyes to refocus on the darkness that had descended upon her. Once she was able to see again, she clinched tightly to the key and slowly walked to unlock the door.

Click, open, step out and turn. Felicity had made it outside and closed the door. Now all she had to do was lock it. As she leaned over to find the keyhole her buttocks brushed up against something. Suddenly she heard a familiar chuckle, and remembered her father had requested Travis to escort her home. She quickly turned and welcomed him with a hug of relief then backed up and slapped him on the chest for scaring her.

Travis took no offense to her reaction for she could do no wrong in his eyes. Then he noticed she was still shaken. He reached out and took the key from her. “Allow me.”

Felicity watched as Travis bent over searching for the keyhole that would allow them to go home. When she found herself staring at his nice firm manly buttocks, she began fanning herself. What was happening to her? She never found the opposite sex appealing before, and now in one day she caught herself looking at two of them in a different light. When Travis stood up straight and turned around, she threw her arms around him and kissed him on the lips.

Travis had been waiting almost a lifetime for this. Now she was kissing him and was not going to fight it. However, duty came before pleasure, and he released them from their bond. He smiled down at her as he returned the key, and then offered his arm as the two of them stepped off the wooden deck, down the steps and onto the dirt road. The usual conversation of encounters they had with their customers was missing this evening. Instead, his mind was plagued with finding a way to tell the woman he had fallen for about her father. When he realized there was no easy way, he broke the silence. “Felicity, I know you might not want to hear this, but... you know where I saw your father tonight?”

Inside the Ace High, Jean had found his home at the Blackjack table. He had been there for hours and once again he pulled out his money clip from the inside of his jacket pocket and asked the dealer to give him another fifty in chips. Lady Luck had not been on his side thus far and he knew he needed to win the money back before his daughter found out. Unfortunately, just as he was placing his bet a young man came running into the gaming house screaming.

“Fire...Fire!!! There is a fire at the Morron’s Mercantile! I need help!” Travis yelled at the top of his lungs hoping his employer would hear him above the noise. He knew it had been fate that made him promise Felicity he would come back and check on her father. Bound and determined he continued yelling fire as he made his way through the gaming house.

Jean sat at the table listening to the commotion and at first ignored the cries for help. His mind buried in the thought of winning the next hand. He then heard a familiar voice become louder. He was still holding onto the chips when he bolted off of his stool and began pushing his way through the crowd towards the young man. Just before he could reach him, Marcus stepped in front of him and generously offered to hold his chips until his return. Without thinking Jean handed Marcus his chips and soon met up with Travis. Together the two of them rushed out the door and towards the mercantile.

By the time they had reached their destination, it was already too late. The two men stood there watching as the flames danced wildly and the building began to collapse in on itself from the extreme heat. Shock turned into panic as Jean held onto hope he could salvage something. He frantically began looking around for anything he could put water into. Suddenly he spotted a bucket and rushed over to pick it up. Now all he needed was water. Quickly his mind raced to remember where the closest water pump was. When he saw it across the road he flew into action. He kept running back and forth refilling the bucket only to throw it onto the unquenchable flames until Travis finally tackled him to the ground. “Why did you do that? I can still save my mercantile!”

By now a large crowd of people had come from the Ace High to see what the commotion was all about. Seeing what was happening Travis climbed off the top of his employer and stood up. He then took it upon himself to hold back the on lookers while Mr. Morron sat up and buried his face in his hands. There was nothing anyone could do except watch as the flames burn themselves out.

As time went on the large crowd that once stood marveling at the sight slowly dwindled. Before long, the only people left were the two men who had first arrived at the scene. Alone again, Travis found a place on the ground next to Mr. Morron, and without words the two of them sat side-by-side watching while the fire had its way.

It was early morning and still dark when the fire finally burnt itself out. By then Travis was exhausted and knew Mr. Morron had to be as well. He gradually rose to his feet then leaned over and offered a hand to Mr. Morron. He helped him off the ground knowing there was nothing he could say, or do, that would comfort him. Yet he knew Mr. Morron was in no condition to drive his wagon home. As they made their way down the now empty road towards the Ace High, Travis offered his services once again.

Jean accepted the kind gesture and when they reached the wagon he climbed up onto the passenger’s side. No words were spoken during the ride home, but it didn’t stop Jean from thinking. His biggest concern now was his wife and how he was going to break the news to her. After careful consideration, he decided to keep it to himself since there was no reason to upset her while she was still fighting for her life.

By now the wagon slowed before coming to a complete stop. They had reached the front of the Morron’s home and Travis glanced over at Mr. Morron. Noticing the redness of his eyes he asked, “Would you like me to unhitch the wagon and take care of the horse for you, Mr. Morron?”

Jean managed a slight nod. As he lowered himself from the wagon he felt numb inside. There were no tears left to shed and he was exhausted. All he wanted now was the comfort of his favorite chair and a glass of brandy. So, he made his way towards the house like it was any other day. However, it wasn’t. He noticed his legs moved slower than usual and he had a harder time keeping his focus. Fading in and out he made his way up to the porch and across. When he reached the door, he wasted no time in entering and headed straight for his study to pour himself a glass of brandy and to relax in his favorite brown leather chair.

Now armed with his liquid comfort, Jean allowed himself to slowly sink into his chair and let his mind drift back to the tragedy. The wild flames burned in the back of his eyes as he replayed the night’s event. If only he had not gone to the Ace High. Maybe God would not have punished him.

Meanwhile, still half a sleep from sitting in with her mother, Felicity found her way to the study. As she entered, she noticed her father slumped down in his chair and became worried, “Father?”

Jean heard the soft-spoken voice and remembered where he was, “What brings you down here child?”

“I was wondering what Dr. Wilson had to say when he came to see mother yesterday.” answered Felicity.

Jean wasn’t ready to answer that question so he replied, “You should not be up this early. Now go back to bed and we will talk about it later.”

Felicity understood by the tone of his voice that he wanted to be left alone with his thoughts. Though she decided to give it to him she couldn’t help but ask, “Should I wish you a good morning or good night before I take my leave?”

All she received was a grumble followed by a large gulp of his drink. She rolled her eyes then turned away. As she was about to leave the study, she paused in the doorway and turned to take one last look at her father. He sat in his big brown leather chair swishing around what brandy was left in his glass while staring off into the distance. If only he would confide in her maybe she could bring him some comfort. Yet, she knew how stubborn he could be, so she made her way into the hall, up the staircase and back into her room.

For the remaining time of darkness, she tossed and turned in bed unable to shut off her brain. She couldn’t stop thinking her father had received terrible news about her mother’s health. Then by sunrise she realized she had no control and finally found her way into slumber. But it didn’t last long for she was awakened by sound of her mother’s cry. Without thinking she leaped out of bed, grabbed her robe, and rushed into her mother’s room. “Mother, what is wrong?”

Gasping for breath, Marguerite clinched onto her chest tightly with her hands and whispered, “I cannot breathe.”

“Do not try to speak Mother. I will go get Father.” Felicity bolted out the bedroom and headed for the staircase. While descending the stairs, she spotted the butler. Almost out of breath she asked, “Randolph have you seen father?”

“Yes, Miss Morron,” answered Randolph. “He left with Travis to help clean up the damage.”

Felicity had only heard part of what Randolph had said as she hurried to catch up with him. She grabbed his coat and hat and took Randolph by the arm rushing him towards the front doors, “Go get him. Hurry! Mother is in terrible pain.”

“Should I get Dr. Wilson as well?” Randolph asked as he threw on his coat.

“Yes. And hurry!” She threw over her shoulder while running back upstairs to her mother’s room.

Felicity reentered the room and looked around for the package of white powder the doctor had left the afternoon before. Seeing it on the nightstand next to the bed, she snatched it and quickly poured some of it into the empty glass that was there. Now all she needed was water. With shaking hands, she managed to pick up the pitcher and poured a half of glass. As her mother’s moaning became louder, she could hardly concentrate. Yet she managed to remember to stir the mixture. When the medicine was ready, she sat next to the bed then lifted her mother’s head and calmly spoke to her, “Here mother, drink this. It will help relieve some of the pain until Dr. Wilson arrives.”

Luck had been in
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