
  
    [image: An Outlaw For Christmas]
  


  
    
      AN OUTLAW FOR CHRISTMAS

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        LORI HANDELAND

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

    

    
      
        Beauty and the Bounty Hunter

      

      
        Dear Reader

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Lori Handeland

      

      
        Copyright

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Ad Astra per Aspera

        “To the Stars Through the Wilderness”

        — Kansas State motto

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      As dusk settled over New York City, the train sped west. Ten-year-old Ruth O’Leary huddled alone in the first seat of the car reserved especially for orphans on their way to Kansas.

      No one had asked her to sit with them. No one had even said hello. They’d only stared at her with empty orphan eyes—eyes that had lost hope long ago.

      Snuffling a bit, Ruth rubbed her face. If she was going to start a new life, she had to stop being such a baby. If she was going to survive these few days on the train, she’d better not let any of the wolves smell her fear.

      Ruth had lived at St. James Orphanage for as long as she could recall. Being small in a world where big was valued and scared when she ought to be brave had brought Ruth more than her share of persecution. Being alone in a world that lived in twos, threes or more had made her feel bereft when she’d never lost anyone she remembered.

      “This is the chance of your lifetime,” Sister Maude had told Ruth when she’d brought her to the train station.

      Despite the assurances of an ancient nun, Ruth had her doubts. She was most likely exchanging one set of mean-spirited orphans for another, and who knew what awaited her in Kelly Creek, Kansas? Ruth had only the promise of Miss Burton, from the Aid Society, that a family waited there hoping for a little girl just like her.

      A commotion from the rear of the car made all the children turn about in their seats. Mr. Drake, who, along with Miss Burton, was taking this group of thirty orphans to Kansas where they would be placed out with families, stood next to the last seat in the car. In his hand he held a rope.

      “Sit there and cause no trouble, boy.” Mr. Drake stared into the darkened corner of the seat. “You agreed to this, and I said you’d be kept away from the children.”

      Mr. Drake tied one end of the rope to a metal ring on the back wall.

      Ruth’s gaze followed the tether to a shadow much larger than any boy’s should be. She could not see his features in the graying light from the window.

      Most of the children appeared wary. Miss Burton looked downright scared. Who had Mr. Drake tied to the back wall of the train?

      The Aid Society worker scowled at them all. “Never mind him. He’s confined. Now turn around, each and every one of you.” He made a shooing motion. “Peruse the countryside while we still have a bit of light. You won’t get another chance like this.”

      Ruth did as she was told, watching as house after house, street after street gave way to field after field and river after river. Since the train sped toward the sun, away from the night she was able to observe for quite a long time. Exhausted, Ruth dozed. Until someone pulled her hair.

      She yelped. Snide laughter was her answer.

      Night threatened, leaving just enough light to distinguish nearby faces. Turning around, Ruth discovered that the two girls in the seat behind her were asleep but the boy across the aisle was not.

      “Satan’s fire in your hair,” he whispered. “Ought to be yanked out by the roots.”

      Though probably Ruth’s age or younger, the boy was bigger than she. Most everyone was.

      Ruth huddled in the corner of her seat. But every time she began to relax and go back to sleep, the horrid boy reached over and grabbed a handful of her hair, then yanked and laughed. Her poor head felt afire.

      Lip trembling, Ruth searched for Miss Burton or Mr. Drake, but both were gone. The horrible boy now had friends, and they all began to jeer at her.

      “Little Devil’s helper, go back to hell.”

      She tried to ignore them. Sometimes that worked. But they only taunted louder. As she continued to say and do nothing, the boys got bolder, yanking her hair and punching her arm. Ruth looked to the girls for help but found none. No one ever helped her when the bullies came.

      They were closing in, and she had to get out. With a cry, Ruth jumped from her seat and ran toward the back of the car, where there was a door, a way out of this torment. She surprised the bad boys enough to get past but not enough to get free.

      One of them caught her skirt, another her hair; then they yanked her back. Frantic, Ruth tore away, but someone tripped her. A girl this time.

      Ruth went down face first, bruising her knees, scraping her hands, smacking her chin. She saw stars for a moment. From that fuzzy world came a whisper. Was it God?

      “Leave her be.”

      No, not God. The bad boys would never scramble back to their seats that fast for Him. Perhaps the Devil they spoke of so freely might command them, but Satan would care nothing for a little girl huddled upon the cold floor of the train car. Not Satan or anyone else.

      Ruth’s chin stung. So did her hands. There was dirt on her tongue; grit scratched between her teeth. None of that mattered. She stared at the shadows still shrouding the last seat of the train. The only thing visible was the end of a rope securely fastened to the ring on the back wall.

      Once the horrible boy realized the mysterious traveler was still bound, he would no doubt sneer at her protector, just as he’d sneered at her. But when Ruth glanced behind her, all the tormentors were sitting in their seats, and the nasty fight had gone out of them. She got to her feet and took a step toward the shadowed corner.

      “Go back.”

      The voice that came from the darkness rapidly spreading from the sky outside, through the windows and across the railroad car, was that of a man. Why on earth was a man in the car for orphans?

      “They won’t bother you again. Will you, boys?”

      Heads shook. No one spoke. Who was back there, and why were the others frightened of him?

      Ruth didn’t want to return to her seat, where she’d been all alone and preyed upon. But the door at the back of the car rattled, and one word shot from the shadows, “Go!”

      Ruth reached her place just as Mr. Drake followed Miss Burton inside. The adults distributed dry bread, which was all they had for supper. The train ride would be short, as such things went, and once in Kansas, food for the orphans would be the problem of their new families.

      “Get some sleep, children,” Mr. Drake said. “You’ll be amazed at the distance we will have traveled come sunrise tomorrow.”

      He cast a frown toward the last seat, then took an empty one nearer the middle of the car. Miss Burton joined some little girls, perhaps two or three years old, who whimpered in a corner all by themselves.

      Ruth tried to sleep, but every time she began to drift, she awoke with a start, fearing the bad boys were sneaking up in the dark to pull out all her hair.

      The darkness within the train was now complete. No lantern for the orphans. No moon to light the sky. The windows shone as black as Sister Maude’s habit.

      No one had ever defended Ruth. Ever. She had rarely felt safe or protected until one miraculous moment on this train. Ruth wanted to feel that way again.

      She crept from her seat. As she inched down the aisle, the sound of Miss Burton’s snore came from the left, while Mr. Drake’s soft wheeze whispered from the right. Another few feet and she reached the last seat in the car, where she peered at the blackness that hovered so thick she could only penetrate the gloom by squinting until her eyes watered.

      Dark and unkempt, his clothes dirty, torn and far too small for him, her savior had the face of a boy and the body of man. Even slouched against the wall, she could tell he was huge. His legs disappeared beneath the seat in front of him, and his chest was as wide as the window.

      Now that she could see him better, the slight roundness to his chin was the only thing that spoke of youth. Certainly not the straight blade of his nose and the height of his cheekbones, which were as unusual as the long, dark curtain of his hair. The rope tied about his waist added to the image of a captured wild thing.

      “Are you going to sit down or just stare at me all night long?”

      Ruth caught her breath and lifted her gaze from the rope to his light-colored eyes, which shone from his weather-bronzed face. He was awake! And he could see in the dark like an Indian.

      She should run all the way back to her seat and never get up until they kicked her off the train in Kansas. She should be scared of this young man they’d tied to the wall, at least as scared as everyone else was. Instead, a whisper of warmth, like a fire on a snowy winter night, curled through her. Sister Maude always said there were angels everywhere. Maybe this terrifying, fascinating man-boy was hers.
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        * * *

      

      Noah Walker blinked when the girl slid in next to him instead of running like a bunny all the way back to her seat. He’d watched her walk down the aisle, and she’d looked more terrified now than when that crazy little brat had knocked her down. Yet still she sat next to him, even inched closer as the silence stretched long.

      “Aren’t you afraid of me?”

      Her huge green gaze touched his face, then flicked away. “Why would you hurt me now when you were the only one who helped me then?”

      Why had he intervened? In his fifteen years he’d seen worse things than what had been happening to the little redheaded girl. One of the adults would have shown up and taken care of things. Even knowing that, he had been unable to say nothing, and he couldn’t figure out why.

      She’d probably follow him about like a long-eared puppy dog forevermore—or at least for the duration of this trip to his newest jail.

      “I’m Ruth. Who’re you?”

      “Noah Walker.”

      “How come—” She broke off, and her large, expressive eyes widened in her pixie like face.

      “How come I’m tied up?”

      She nodded.

      “Because I should be in jail, but they’re sending me to Kansas instead.”

      “Being adopted is like jail?”

      “I’m not being adopted. I’m too old. I’ll be working until I’m eighteen. That was the deal, and I took it.”

      “Wh-what did you do?”

      He stared at her for a moment, but she didn’t flinch or back down. In fact, the fear that had been written all over her face when she crept down the aisle was gone. She seemed as comfortable with him as anyone ever had been.

      A life on the streets and worse had hardened Noah long before his tenth birthday. He’d learned to intimidate with his size and frighten with his glares, and it hadn’t hurt that his voice became a man’s when he was twelve. He was big, dark and mean-looking even when he didn’t try. Folks walked wary of him. No one had ever sat this close to Noah by choice. He had a feeling no one but Ruth ever would.

      “I stole something,” he admitted.

      “Uh-oh.” She shook her head. “Thou shalt not.”

      “I like to eat.”

      It could still make him madder than a wet cat when he thought about getting caught. He’d never been caught before. Which was one reason he was being given a free ride to hell—more commonly known as Kansas these days.

      “I still don’t understand why you’re tied.” Her small fingers toyed with the knot. “Stealing isn’t killing, even if they’re both shalt nots.”

      Noah’s lips twitched at her simple words. She had a way of saying things that cut right to the center of the matter.

      “Just for show,” he said. “I could get out of that knot easy.”

      Not really. When he’d tried earlier, his large hands and clumsy fingers had not been able to budge the thoroughly fastened leash one bit.

      “But where would you go?”

      “Exactly. I may as well go to Kansas as back to jail.”

      “If you aren’t going to run, then why did they tie you up like a dog?” She sounded as angry about it as he was.

      Noah shrugged, pretending that this wasn’t the most humiliating experience of his life. “Drake promised I wouldn’t be allowed near the little ones. But there’s only one car for us, so the rope is to keep me away from all you poor orphan children.”

      She nodded, and her young face suddenly appeared ancient. “They’re mean. But you shouldn’t be embarrassed. They should be embarrassed for tying you like that.”

      No one ever saw through his shrugs and sneers. No one. The only way he could keep going and remain strong was to pretend there were no longer any feelings left beneath his hardening hide.

      Ruth patted Noah’s arm, and he jerked away. No one ever touched him gently. No one ever touched him at all unless it was to grab him or tie him or put him where he didn’t want to be.

      She wasn’t offended by his desire not to be touched. Instead, she put her little fingers back on the knot and plucked. The sight of her hand, so tiny and white, only made Noah remember how his fingers, hulking and dark, had fumbled with the knot and gotten nowhere.

      “Quit fooling with that,” he snapped.

      “Oops,” she whispered, and her wide, watchful gaze lifted from the free length of rope in her lap to his face.

      She handed him the tether, laying her hand in his along with it. Noah stared in horror at her tiny fingers resting in his huge paw. One wrong move and he’d snap her like a twig. How on earth had the frailest girl in the car ended up sitting with the biggest brute on the train?

      Noah turned her hand in his and found bloody scrapes becoming scabs along her palm. Protectiveness rushed through him—alien but strong—and his fingers clenched hers. Ruth made a soft sound of pain, and Noah pulled away.

      He hurt her without even trying. She should be terrified of him. Instead, she patted his rough cheek with her tiny, injured hand. The expression in her eyes made him feel strange. No one had ever looked at him as if he were strong and smart, admirable and cherished.

      With a sigh, Ruth curled against his side. “G’night, Noah.”

      Amazed when she went right to sleep, he listened to her soft, steady breathing and tried to figure out what had just happened.

      With a single pat on his cheek and one mysterious glance, Ruth had made him feel whole in a place that had always gaped empty and sore. She had given Noah more than a rope; Ruth had given him her trust. Something no one else ever had. Something he didn’t deserve and would no doubt break.
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        * * *

      

      A horrified gasp awoke Ruth. Miss Burton stood in the aisle, staring at her as if she had done something exceptionally awful. Since she’d been sleeping more peacefully and deeply than she’d slept in years, it was hard to wake up, to remember where she was and why.

      Then her pillow moved and everything rushed back, even before Mr. Drake appeared, looking as if he’d swallowed a rotten egg.

      “Just what in blazes is going on here, Walker?”

      Noah sat up and tried to push Ruth away, but she clung. After a halfhearted attempt to retrieve his arm, he let her stay.

      “She was scared of the dark,” he said in his flippant I dare you voice.

      Mr. Drake’s small black eyes narrowed to slits. “Why on earth would she come to you if she was scared?”

      Noah tensed. Ruth squeezed his arm and hugged him tighter. It would do neither of them any good for Noah to react to the insult. She had come to him. They knew why. That was all that mattered.

      Miss Burton’s cry of distress made everyone look her way. “What happened to your chin, Ruth?”

      Ruth put her fingers to her face and encountered a scab as big as a ten-dollar gold piece.

      “And your hands?” Miss Burton exclaimed.

      Ruth glanced at them. More scabs. Silence descended on the rail car.

      “We’re waiting, young lady.”

      “I-I—” Ruth glanced at the horrible boy. His scowl was a threat with no need of words. Ruth had been the victim of bullies often enough to know that even though they picked on you, you did not pick back.

      Mr. Drake stared at Noah with suspicion. But Miss Burton watched Ruth, and she poked Mr. Drake, then nodded at the horrible boy.

      “I tripped!” Ruth blurted. There were certain rules of being the weakest, and one of them was that if you snitched, you were in for a whole lot worse than what you’d snitched about.

      “When?” Mr. Drake demanded.

      “Yesterday when you were getting our bread.”

      He looked up the aisle again, then back at Ruth. “Maybe you should go back to your seat.”

      Ruth didn’t want to be anywhere but with Noah. If she had to go back to her seat, that horrible boy would find some way to hurt her again just because he could.

      “She stays with me,” Noah said, though he didn’t sound happy about it.

      “What was that?” Mr. Drake murmured.

      Noah met his eyes. “If she sits in that seat, she’ll end up tripping a lot. If she stays with me, I’ll make sure there’s no tripping going on.”

      Mr. Drake lifted the rope that had somehow during the night become unattached from both the wall and Noah. He raised his eyebrows. “No tripping or any other kind of accidental movements for either of you, am I right, Mr. Walker?”

      Noah dipped his head, managing to appear in charge even when he wasn’t. Or maybe he was; Mr. Drake just didn’t know it yet.

      After another long moment, Mr. Drake pulled the rope from their seat and looped it over his arm. Without another word, he and Miss Burton went to retrieve more bread for breakfast.

      Ruth smiled at Noah, but he didn’t smile back. She didn’t mind. As long as she could be near him, she was happy.

      She spent the rest of the trip with Noah. She learned he’d been alone all his life, just like her. He’d never known his parents, just like her. He’d even been in an orphanage until he’d bravely walked away at the age of ten. He had no idea where he’d been born, where his grandparents had come from or why no one loved him enough to keep him close.

      By the time they neared the border between Missouri and Kansas, Ruth loved Noah enough to stay with him forever. His surly silences didn’t bother her. His fearsome glowers made her smile. His size protected her. His warmth enveloped her. There was nothing about Noah that Ruth did not adore. Though he’d never admit it, he needed her, and she planned to be there for him always, as he’d been there for her when she hadn’t even asked.

      She tried not to think about what would occur when they reached Kansas and went to separate and equally uncertain futures. But not thinking about it didn’t keep the inevitable from happening.

      The train pulled into Kelly Creek, west of Kansas City, as snow began to fall on Christmas Eve.

      “Look, children,” Miss Burton called, her voice full of false cheer. “We’ve a Christmas snow to welcome you.”

      The snowflakes patted the windows, a gentle scritch-scratch. Ruth couldn’t take her eyes from them. “They’re so big. So perfectly white.”

      In New York there’d been snow, but by the time the tiny pinpricks of ice reached the ground, they’d gone gray. Once they’d been on the ground more than a minute, the snowflakes turned to black icy slush. Not very welcoming and certainly not Christ-masy at all.

      “Big flakes make big snowstorms, I hear. You can die in them, Ruth. So have a care.”

      In Noah’s voice Ruth heard good-bye, and she was not ready.

      “Come along, children,” Mr. Drake said. “Everyone meets their new family here, then you’ll travel on together. Bring your things.”

      As the others hurried outside, Ruth hung back. Once she stepped foot in Kansas, her time with Noah was done.

      Noah picked up her small bag. He had none of his own. When he moved into the aisle and bumped into Ruth hovering there, his eyes softened. “Scared?”

      More like terrified. She wanted to stay with him. With Noah she would always be safe.

      Awkwardly, he placed his hand on her shoulder. In only a few days she’d figured out that Noah had touched as rarely as he’d been touched, just like her. And just like her he needed to be touched; he needed to be loved. He needed someone, and so did she.

      His hand was so big, his fingers trailed halfway down her back, so heavy that she nearly staggered beneath the weight. But the warmth of him seeped through her thin coat and gave her strength. That they were alone in the rail car, with no one paying them any mind, gave Ruth an idea.

      She put her tiny hand on top of Noah’s. “Let’s run.”

      Confusion flickered in his blue eyes. “Run?”

      “Away. You and me. We don’t need anyone else. You can take care of me, and I’ll take care of you.”

      “You’re only ten. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I know that I love you.”

      He blinked. Obviously, no one had ever said those words to him before. Just as no one had ever said them to her.

      “I can’t take care of you. I can’t even take care of me. Maybe if we were in New York, maybe. But here...” He stared out the window at the snow, which had begun to stick to the gray-brown grassy ground. “I don’t know what’s out there, but I do know I’m not ready to risk you in it.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “I do.” He turned and headed for the door.

      Ruth’s eyes burned, but she wasn’t going to give up. Noah was her hero, and she refused to believe that this was the last time she’d ever see him.

      “Every year on the night before Christmas I’ll be right here. On this platform, in this town. Meet me, Noah.”

      He turned and stared at her as if she were mad. “You have no idea where you’ll be next year, and neither do I.”

      “That’s why it has to be here, don’t you see?”

      “You two come on out now.” Mr. Drake’s voice made them both start, and Noah moved away again.

      Ruth hurried after, grabbing his elbow before he disappeared outside. “Promise me!”

      This time he didn’t even look at her, just tugged free his arm and stepped out the door. Ruth had no choice but to follow.

      Her first impression of Kansas was of a land so flat, so cold, and so gray it could not be real. Frosty air touched her cheeks as the pretty snowflakes scraped her nose. The only warmth in her world was being led away by Mr. Drake.

      She willed Noah to look at her one more time. Instead, the crowd swallowed him, and try as she might, she couldn’t catch sight of Noah again. The wind blew in Ruth’s eyes so hard, icy tears ran down her cheeks.

      “There you are!” Miss Burton tugged her from the steps and in the opposite direction from Noah, depositing her in front of an older couple.

      The man was distinguished and gray, with sharp black eyes and a worried mouth. The woman was frail, pale and gray as well. Ruth was beginning to think Kansas was just gray all around.

      “These are your new parents, Ruth. Mr. and Mrs. Robert Kelly.”

      “K-Kelly. Like Kelly Creek?”

      “That’s right.” Miss Burton beamed as if she’d said the cleverest thing. “Isn’t she smart? Mr. Kelly founded this town, and he owns the bank, among other things. You’re very lucky, Ruth. Good-bye.” And with that Miss Burton left to attend her other charges.

      Silence stretched between Ruth and the Kellys. Ruth glanced around some more for Noah. She wanted him, not them.

      “Ahem, well.” Mr. Kelly looked Ruth over from the tip of her bright red hair to the toes of her patched shoes. It didn’t take long. “We’d better get in the wagon before your mother catches another cold.”

      Ruth glanced at her “mother.” The woman’s lips appeared blue in her pale gray face. She was so thin, she swayed in the icy wind. The ghost of a smile she turned on Ruth appeared to exhaust her, and she slumped, allowing her husband to lead her to the waiting wagon.

      Ruth had wondered why the Kellys had taken an almost grown girl instead of choosing someone younger. A single glance at her new mother and Ruth understood. Many of the girls placed out became servants. Mrs. Kelly needed a nurse, not a daughter. Ruth should have known that no one would truly want her. Not even in Kansas.

      She followed the Kellys, then stood on the top step of the wagon, casting one final, desperate look about for Noah. If she saw him, she would swallow her pride and run to him. She would ignore her fear and follow him.

      His size should have made him easy to spot. Though she saw every other orphan, she found not a trace of Noah. It was as if he’d disappeared—from Kelly Creek, from Kansas, from the earth itself.

      Where had he gone? Who had taken him home? Would they love him as much as she did? As much as he needed to be loved?

      The wind howled out of the west. Snow iced Ruth’s hair. She shivered and climbed inside the wagon.

      For a few days she’d known warmth and safety; then suddenly it was gone. Maybe she’d find it again with her new parents. But she’d never find what she’d had with him.

      Noah hadn’t promised to come back, but he hadn’t said he wouldn’t either. Someday she’d be a woman; even sooner Noah would be a man. They would no longer be at the mercy of adults. They could live their own lives, choose their own course.

      As the wagon lurched away from Kelly Creek, Ruth made a promise to herself. Next Christmas Eve, she’d be waiting right here. She’d sit on that bench against the train-station wall. Every year she’d be taller, older, prettier. One day Noah would look at her and love her too.

      Ruth settled into her new life, doing everything she could to make her new parents love her. But the Kellys had adopted Ruth to replace the ten-year-old daughter they’d lost to cholera before the war. And nothing, no one, could replace a person loved that deeply. Something Ruth learned the hard way.

      She spent Christmas Eve of 1868 in another snowstorm at the Kelly Creek station.

      Christmas Eve, 1869, brought no snow and no Noah.

      In 1870 it rained.

      In 1871 the grass was still green.

      But in 1872 the drifts were so high, Ruth barely made it to town. Barely.

      Every year she came. Every year she went home alone. But never once did Ruth give up hope.

      Because on Christmas Eve hope was forever reborn.
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      “Why do you sit here every Christmas Eve?” Sheriff Leon Harker paced in front of Ruth, who sat on her bench against the outside wall of Kelly Creek station. “You know your father doesn’t like it. I don’t like it. It’s a damned odd thing for a woman of your position to do.”

      Ruth folded her hands in her lap. She’d forgotten her gloves again. How unladylike.

      But her dress was the latest style, annoying bustle and all, as was her camel’s-hair coat trimmed with blue fox fur. Her hair was perfectly coiffed, but she’d left the silly feathered hat that matched her coat at home. The thing would have been halfway to Chicago by now on a winter wind.

      Even though her hair was curled into appropriate ringlets and pinned up and away from her face, it was still an outrageous red, or so her father said. But there was little to be done about the color of her hair, or her frame, still tiny and frail, though she was stronger than she looked. As her insistence on keeping a promise to come here every year—despite her father’s increasingly vocal objections—showed.

      Ruth did not make trouble. She had done her best to fit in with her new life, new family and new town. But when it came to Christmas Eve, she was at the station come snow, rain or wind.

      She’d never told anyone why she came. That was between her and Noah. But after ten years, she was beginning to fear that Noah was dead. Nevertheless, she doubted she’d ever be able to stop waiting.

      Silvery light bounced off Leon’s shiny tin star. No snow tonight, not even a cloud to hide the moon. He should be able to find his bad men with little trouble at all.

      “Who are you off to catch this time?” Ruth asked.

      Leon’s sigh was long-suffering. She hadn’t answered his question. But then she didn’t plan to.

      “A bank in Danville was robbed yesterday, near Kansas City. The sheriff asked all the neighboring towns to combine forces and search for the thieves. He said it was the Kansas Gang.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Outlaws. Led by Billy Jo Kansas. They’ve been robbing banks, trains and stages, mostly in Missouri. But they must have robbed all those bushwhackers dry because they’ve started to hit on this side of the border. One thing about Kansas, though, he knows his job. Very few casualties.”

      “He doesn’t shoot people?”

      “I didn’t say that. From what I hear, he’s big, intimidating, and he knows his business. When Kansas robs someone, folks hand over the money plain and simple. And he’s cautious. No one’s seen his face—or the faces of his men—and lived to tell about it, anyway.”

      “How do they manage that?”

      “Bandanna.” Leon covered the lower half of his face with his hand to illustrate. “Smart. He could walk into any town and even folks who’ve been robbed by him might think he looked familiar, but they wouldn’t know why.”

      Ruth heard something in Leon’s voice that interested her. “Sounds like you admire him.”

      “Not admire.” He paused. “No. But I’ve seen enough bloodbaths to appreciate the opposite. You weren’t around during the war, but it wasn’t pretty here. Quantrill did whatever he wanted to. When he sacked Lawrence, the place burned for days. Even when he was dead and the war was done, those damned James boys and the Youngers tore up everything they touched.”

      Ruth had heard enough tales of “bleeding” Kansas to be grateful she’d spent the war years in New York, however hard those years had been.

      “I’ll find out what Kansas looks like when we catch up to them,” Leon said.

      “I guess you will,” Ruth murmured, not really listening but thinking of other days, other nights.

      “Is this a pilgrimage?” Leon demanded.

      Ruth peered all the way up his tall, lean body and into his handsome face. With his light brown hair streaked blond from the sun and the skin about his brown eyes lined from the wind and the cold, Leon was a child of Kansas.

      Born and raised near the border, he’d thrived beneath the brutal summer sun and the harsh winter winds. When he and his family had been burned out during the border skirmishes that continued for over a decade after the war ended, the Harkers had moved to Kelly Creek.

      Perhaps because he’d spent so many days in his youth not certain whether he’d have a home the following morning, Leon loved the town of Kelly Creek more than anything else. He was devoted to the place and its people.

      Ruth had been adopted both as a Kelly and a Kansan, and while she didn’t fit in here as well as Leon did—Ruth was not sure if she truly belonged anywhere—she had to admit that despite the droughts and the floods, the blizzards, the twisters and the grasshoppers, Kansas had its appeal.

      She glanced out over the prairie, where the wind kicked up old snow and swirled the powder around and around like a winter tornado. Kansas was wild, free and spacious. It reminded her of Noah.

      “Ruth?”

      Leon stared at her with determination in his eyes. When Leon got determined, Ruth got tired.

      “Pilgrimage?” she repeated, stalling.

      Leon’s posse awaited him at the sheriff’s office. She wished he’d get a move on so she could be alone with her memories.

      “Do you come here to give thanks for your good fortune? To remember how you came to be the daughter of the most influential man in town and the most sought after hostess in Kelly Creek?”

      How could she forget her origins? In Kelly Creek she was an icon to charity—the girl who arrived with the first group of orphans to be placed out here and made good. Even if Ruth had been able to forget, the yearly visit from the Aid Society agent would have reminded her.

      The society didn’t abandon their orphans and never look back. They made certain their children were safe and well cared for. Admirable, to be sure, but it also reminded everyone in town that the orphans did not belong.

      For several years, Miss Burton had come. Each time Ruth asked about Noah, Miss Burton would stare at her blankly and ask, “Who?”

      When Miss Burton married and moved farther west, others from the Aid Society had arrived. None of them had ever known Noah, so Ruth had stopped asking, but she’d never stopped hoping.

      She’d been accepted in Kelly Creek because of her new name and her father’s money, though no one ever forgot that Ruth wasn’t really a Kelly, including the Kellys.

      “Ruth?”

      Her mind had wandered again. She was not being fair to Leon.

      “Certainly,” she agreed. “I give thanks for my good fortune every day.”

      Which was true. She was blessed to be here.

      Not that the years had been easy. She had nursed her new mother through a final bout with the lung fever that had plagued her on and off since she’d come to Kansas. In the two years before Cora Kelly passed on, she had more often than not called Ruth by her dead daughter’s name. But she had meant no harm. Still, it had been a relief when Cora went to be with the daughter she missed so much.

      Upon her mother’s death, Ruth had taken over the hostess duties for the rapidly expanding Kelly empire. As each year passed, Robert Kelly loaned money to new and old settlers alike, and when disaster descended, he inherited their land, and they went elsewhere. As a result, Kelly Creek was aptly named.

      Ruth spent her days plotting parties, planning dinners and running the household beneath the benevolent gaze of the long-dead Kelly daughter, whose painting hung over the mantel in the parlor. She spent her nights attending those parties, eating those dinners and wondering if Susan Kelly watched her from above and did not approve.

      Such thoughts only made Ruth try all the harder to be the perfect daughter Robert Kelly desired. But no matter how hard Ruth tried, she never seemed to succeed.

      It had been difficult for a shy girl like Ruth to assume the role expected of her, but she’d done it for her father. Eventually, she’d become on the surface what everyone believed her to be through and through—the mistress of the only society Kelly Creek had, the belle of every ball, a woman who belonged there, even though in her heart the only place she’d ever belonged was with Noah.

      “We’ve known each other a long time.” Leon sat next to her on the bench and took her hand.

      “Ever since I arrived you were kind to me.”

      Leon was kind to everyone. Leon enjoyed helping the whole wide world.

      “You’re easy to be kind to, and I want to take care of you.”

      Ruth knew what would come next. Leon and her father had decided some time ago that it would be best for Kelly Creek if Ruth, the reigning belle, and Leon, the town’s most eligible bachelor, married.

      Leon had asked her to marry him at least five times already. He said all the right words. She had no doubt he loved her, or at least believed that he did. But each time he asked, Ruth said no. Both Leon and her father were getting impatient. Still, she couldn’t bring herself to say yes.

      Ruth extricated her hand from his and looked west, then north, then south. Nothing and no one. Perhaps she should reconsider Leon’s offer.

      While Leon was a good man, a strong man, and she liked him, Ruth didn’t feel any passion for him, no consuming and abiding emotion. To spend her life with a man, it would seem she should feel something stronger for him than friendship.

      Perhaps her hesitancy had something to do with the fact that Leon was devoted to Kelly Creek and its people. That devotion was what made Leon, Leon. But his love would always be split between her and everyone else. Was she so selfish that she needed to be the most important thing in someone’s life? She wasn’t sure, since she never had been. What she really needed was time to think about all of this.

      Ruth glanced down the street. “Don’t you have to go?”

      “In a moment.” Leon went down on one knee and took her hand back. “Won’t you please marry me? Your father approves. We’ll suit. You know we will. Let me take care of you.”

      “Oh, Leon.” Her gaze drifted back to the flat, empty landscape.

      “I love you.”

      All her life she’d longed for love. Her parents had taken her in, given her shelter, clothes, food and a name, but neither of them had loved her. Her mother had been too ill, too lost in the past to worry about Ruth. And her father...

      The fight had gone out of him when his wife died. Ruth wasn’t sure if he was capable of loving anyone anymore, no matter how much Ruth might need the love.

      She’d always imagined that when someone at last said they loved her, the entire world would become wonderful. But the words only complicated things.

      Ruth had begun to wonder if she were capable of deep emotion. Every boy she’d ever known, every single young man, had left her cold and unmoved—except for one, and that had been so long ago. She’d been a little girl. She’d known nothing of love. But the memory of what she’d felt then was like nothing she’d ever felt since.

      Leon was tolerable. Perhaps that was all she could hope for. Ruth touched his cheek.

      He must have seen something new in her face, because he caught his breath and his eyes lit with hope. “You’ll marry me?”

      “I’ll think on it.” She was surprised at her own words. But now that they were said, she realized she would think about marrying Leon this time. Her father approved, and Robert Kelly approved of precious little. How many years would she wait at the train station for someone who was never going to come?

      Leon opened his mouth as if he meant to say more, but a “Ho!” from down the street brought him to his feet, his gaze already on the distance and not on her. “I have to go. Should I see you to the wagon?”

      “No. I’ll think a while right here. It’s a lovely night.”

      His concerned brown eyes turned back to her. “I don’t like leaving you alone.”

      “I sit here alone every Christmas Eve.” A fact that made her heart heavier with each new year. “I won’t stay long.”

      Leon hesitated, obviously torn. “All right. But don’t stay too long. I’ll call on you when I return. I may be gone a week or more.”

      “I’m sure your parents will miss you at Christmas dinner, and I’ll miss you at the New Year’s Ball.”

      “I’ll do my best to be back by then.”

      He brushed his lips over her cheek. His mouth, warm against the winter chill of her skin, was pleasant enough. Yet she felt nothing. No spark, no inner heat, no desire to pull him closer and allow him to kiss her for the first time as a man should kiss a woman. All Ruth felt was the wind in her hair and that same old ache in her heart.

      “Perhaps we can announce our engagement that night.”

      Ruth looked out over the dark, flat, empty landscape. “Perhaps,” she allowed. “Godspeed.”

      He hesitated another instant, then, with a sigh that revealed an impatience he rarely allowed to escape into his manner, he left.

      Leon was a good man. Why couldn’t she give him what he wanted? Why couldn’t she be what he needed?

      Because she wanted someone else. Someone who obviously didn’t want or need her.

      Why did she come here every year? This was the tenth Christmas Eve Ruth had sat on this bench. Well, not this bench. This bench was new. Even the original bench had not outlived her silly vow.

      She could do worse than marry Leon Harker. Still, she had never felt the complete and utter safety in his presence that she’d felt in the presence of ...

      She stood and began to pace the platform. “If he hasn’t shown up by now, he won’t be showing up anytime soon.”

      As if to prove that point, the winter wind howled out of the west like a ravenous coyote, shooting straight up Ruth’s skirt one second, then down the collar of her coat the next.

      What if Noah did show up? What would she say? What would she do?

      She had known Noah Walker for a matter of days and waited for him ten years. She was a fool. Her love was that of a child for the first person who had paid her any mind. Understandable. What wasn’t understandable was to continue to hope for the impossible, to continue to dream of a man who had never truly existed except in the eyes of a little girl.

      “But he was always such a beautiful dream.”

      She wouldn’t come to the station again—on Christmas Eve, at any rate. For a moment, the line between what had once been and what was now blurred, and she saw the milling throng of orphans and parents, saw Noah striding away, disappearing forever, saw herself searching for him, always searching.

      Snow filtered down. Huge, lacy flakes drifted across her cheek and caught in her eyelashes. Ruth blinked, then laughed. It was snowing. How odd. The sky had been clear only a moment ago. Christmas miracles happened in the tiniest of ways.

      She started toward the station, planning to go through the building and exit onto the street, where her wagon waited. But a shuffle, like a footstep on a plank, made her freeze, then turn.

      She was still alone on the platform, though she no longer felt that way. No train coming down the tracks, no riders on the horizon, not even the shadow of a rabbit racing through the night. Only the snow cascading down in wider and wider swirls of white.

      She should get home. Instead, Ruth turned her face up to the silent night and stuck out her tongue. She caught a few flakes of snow, then closed her eyes and let the pinpoints of ice cool her hot face and burning eyelids.

      Giving up this night would be like losing him all over again.

      Strengthening her resolve, Ruth clenched her hands, lowered her head and opened her eyes.

      The station windows had gone dark. She’d stayed much longer than she’d intended, and Mr. Woodcock had gone home.

      Ruth descended the platform steps and made her way through the alley between the train station and the hostelry to the south.

      The moon had vanished beneath the snow clouds, and the alley was darker than dark. Her skirt swirled between her ankles, nearly tripping her as she hurried along. She had that odd sense of being watched again and at one point could have sworn she heard someone breathing in the shadows.

      Ruth burst from the alley and onto the street. Kelly Creek was deserted, everyone at home with their families, as she should be. Her horse snorted a welcome and pawed impatiently.

      “Sorry, Annabelle.” Ruth patted the mare’s soft nose. “You’re a good girl to wait for silly old me.”

      Her name whispered out of the alley. “Ruth.”

      Annabelle nickered and shied. Ruth wanted to do the same. She couldn’t have heard her name rasp from that gaping darkness. She’d just walked out of there, and if someone was in there... She shook off that thought and hurried to her wagon.

      The odd shuffling noise came again. Louder and nearer this time. She spun about as a large, man shaped figure lurched out of the alley.

      Ruth drew in a breath to scream, and the moon chose that moment to drift from behind the clouds, casting silver rays across the street, across her, across him. The scream died unvoiced.

      “Noah.”

      He stumbled, and she caught him, but he was larger than before, and she wasn’t much bigger. His weight drove her to her knees, and he landed on the ground unconscious.

      Ruth stared at her hands. The bright, shiny light of the moon turned the blood to black.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Pain and fever did strange things to Noah’s mind. In the midst of dying, he found again the only thing worth living for.

      Maybe he was already dead. Because alive he’d never see Ruth, never hear her voice call his name, never feel her small, gentle hands flit over his face. So dead he must be.

      He’d never figured dead could hurt so damned much.

      “You have to

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-dinkus-palatino-screen.png





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Epigraph
      


      		
        Prologue
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Beauty and the Bounty Hunter
      


      		
        Dear Reader
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Also by Lori Handeland
      


      		
        Copyright
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


      		Also by Lori Handeland


    


  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/lorihandeland_anoutlawforchristmas_2500.jpg





