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      Nebraska Territory, 1863

      As far as Katie Boyle was concerned, the Oregon Trail was a slice of heaven on Earth.

      “I love the sky,” she commented in her thickest Irish brogue to her new friend, Emma Sutton. The two of them walked together, arm in arm, along the hard-packed dirt of the trail. Dozens of wagons rolled along the worn path beside them, the sound of their wheels and the clopping of the oxen that pulled them music to Katie’s ears. “I love the grass too. It’s the tallest I’ve ever seen and it rolls like the waves of the ocean.”

      “Mmm hmm,” Emma replied, eyes downcast, cheeks pink in spite of the hat that shielded her face from the sun.

      “It’s a fair sight better than the actual ocean,” Katie went on, peeking at Emma from the corner of her eyes. “I don’t think I’ve ever been as sick as I was on the ship that brought us over from Ireland.”

      “Oh?”

      “Aye. The way it rolled and tossed on the waves? Well, I didn’t think I’d make it to America. I cursed my mam, cursed the heavens, and you can be sure I cursed Aiden Murphy most of all.”

      “Aiden?” Emma flushed and stole a glance behind them to where Aiden walked with Dr. Dean Meyers, the object of Emma’s affection, several yards back.

      “I’m sure it’s his fault somehow,” Katie teased, twisting to look where Emma was looking.

      Katie arched an eyebrow at the spring in Aiden’s step and the cocky angle of his shoulders. The afternoon sun shone down on his dark hair, lending a sparkle to his blue eyes. He wore his fiddle in its case slung across his back. He’d worn it since the moment they’d all set foot on the road that led from their humble village of Ballymote, all the way to America and the trail they walked now. That fiddle had been a part of him for as long as Katie had known him, which was to say his whole life.

      Aiden caught her watching and winked. Katie promptly ignored his audacity and the flutter in her gut.

      She glanced to Emma, but her new friend had missed the entire impish display. Emma only had eyes for Dean Meyers.

      “He’s a brazen beast, isn’t he?” she asked, referring to Aiden.

      “He’s lovely,” Emma replied, staring straight at Dean. The moment he glanced up and met her eyes, Emma snapped to face forward. She smoothed a hand over the skirt of her overly formal dress—something her mother had forced her to wear to catch a man—and cleared her throat.

      Katie did her best to hide her smile. She’d only known Emma for a short time. Not much more than a week ago, the wagon train Katie and her family were traveling with had come across Emma and her mother and Dr. Dean Meyers at a lonely way station. They’d been there for a week as Emma’s ankle healed from an injury sustained in a tornado.

      A tornado. The very thought of it set Katie’s heart pounding. She could only imagine how exciting it all had been. Between the little Dean had said and the looks he and Emma had been exchanging for the last week, Katie surmised there was more to the story than met the eye. No matter how much she hinted and pried for more information, Emma had said little about it. Bless her, but Emma said little about anything. At least she didn’t mind if Katie talked until she was blue.

      “I still think you should march right up to that man and kiss him, bold as brass,” she said, tilting her face into the sunlight.

      “What?” Emma gasped, clutching her arm tighter. “I could never.”

      Katie laughed. “I don’t suppose you could, but wouldn’t it make a sight? I’m sure half the old biddies in this wagon train would clutch their chests and drop dead of heart attacks. I’d be glad though,” she finished.

      “You would?” Emma blinked.

      “Yes, and why not? Love is a beautiful thing, and watching two young people fall head over heels down the hill of love to the valley of bliss is a rare treat.”

      Emma blushed darker. “If only that were possible.”

      “And who says it’s not possible?” Katie hugged Emma’s arm tighter. The laughter of children—some of them likely her younger brothers and sisters—rang up and down the line of wagons and a light breeze blew the rich scent of earth and grass across their path. How could anything not be possible?

      “My mother,” Emma sighed, shoulders sagging. “You know she has it in her mind that I should put Dean aside and give all of my attentions to Dr. Sandifer.”

      Katie’s lips twisted in a bitter sneer. “That great lummox.” She knew too well the fuss Mrs. Sutton was making over the blustery, arrogant doctor that had joined their wagon train in Independence. What she didn’t know was why a woman who seemed to be in all her right mental faculties would toss a peach like Dean Meyers over for a pit like Russell Sandifer.

      Emma heaved another sigh and lowered her head to stare at the toes of her and Katie’s shoes as they poked out from under their dusty skirts—one cotton, the other silk—as they walked. It didn’t take much for Katie to see how deeply her friend was hurting over the entire confusing thing.

      “Bah. I hate to see you so fussed over the situation,” she said. “No girl as pretty and as smart as you are who has a man like your Dean pining for you should be thwarted by something as common as a mother.”

      “Mother has been through so much,” Emma argued.

      Katie cut her off with a sniff. “All mothers with bright-eyed children have been through so much. My own mam struggled through the Great Famine while trying to raise more than half a dozen children, all while my father sweated and toiled to put food on our plates.” She shook her head. It wasn’t something she liked to think about. They’d come to America precisely so they wouldn’t ever have to think about those times again.

      She brushed her free hand through the air as if to clear the past. “You’re not the only one whose mother thinks she knows what’s best for them where men are concerned,” she confided.

      “Oh?” Emma perked up a bit.

      Encouraged, Katie went on. “Aye, Mam’s had it in her head since I was knee-high that I should fall in love with and marry Aiden. Aiden!” She snorted. A swirl of something warm and tickly and unwelcome filled her gut.

      Emma started to glance back at Aiden and Dean walking behind them, but stopped herself. “Aiden seems like a perfectly acceptable young man.”

      “And that’s his problem,” Katie insisted. She took a breath. “Aiden and I have known each other almost since the day we were born. He’s only a few months older than me. I consider him one of my best friends, really, I do. But his mam and mine have been thick as thieves and just as crafty since their school days. Right from the cradle, they determined that Aiden and I were meant for each other.”

      “How romantic.” Emma smiled.

      “It is not romantic,” Katie growled. “It’s been a bloody big nuisance. Imagine, my whole life, everywhere I go and everything I do, Aiden has been there. He was there when we were young ones, skipping stones in the pond and chasing after foxes in the fields. He was there when we sat in that great, drafty school having numbers and letters and history pounded into us. And he’s been there, cheeky as a beggar, playing right into our mams’ schemes by bringing me flowers and playing on that blasted fiddle outside my window at all hours of the day and night. Flowers, when all I want is a friend. Imagine. He crowds me so much that I can’t tell whether my thoughts are my own or his. Why, when Da and Mam decided to pull up roots and move to America, he convinced his entire clan to come with us, just so he could continue to bother me.”

      Emma listened to the speech, her mouth dropping open more with each word and her eyes filling with stars. When Katie finished and tipped her head in a stubborn nod, Emma said, “That’s the most beautiful story I’ve ever heard.”

      “Ha,” Katie laughed. Her heart beat faster, but she did her best to ignore it. “It’s a dull story at that. Can you imagine what it’s like to have a rogue like Aiden shadowing your every step, never leaving your side?”

      “It would be wonderful,” Emma sighed.

      “Aiden is good, but dull as toast,” Katie protested. “I don’t want a boy everyone expects me to marry, a boy who I used to catch frogs with. I want adventure. I want excitement. I want to explore and discover and fly. There’s so much more to this wide world than the town and the people you’ve had around you your whole life. I want passion when I fall in love.” She grabbed Emma’s arm with both of her hands, her whole body vibrating with the force of her longing. “I want to fall in love with a valiant hero, a man who will risk life and limb to save me and… and rescue me from a dragon.”

      She was so wrapped up in the image she painted for herself that she almost didn’t hear when Aiden called out, “There are no dragons in America,” behind her.

      Katie jumped, flushing with heat at the sound of his voice. She told herself it was embarrassment at being caught pouring her heart out where others could hear. She let go of Emma’s arm and twisted to glare at Aiden. “Shut your gob, Aiden Murphy,” she ribbed him the way friends did.

      Aiden, being Aiden, only beamed at her. “Now why would I do that when you’re talking nonsense and need to be set straight, a ghrá?”

      “Ack! Don’t call me that,” Katie growled. She faced forward once more and kept walking, but her skin prickled as though she’d given herself away.

      

      Aiden Murphy chuckled as Katie bristled. “My apologies, a ghrá,” he teased. “If you think you’ll find a dragon here in the great American West, then go right on looking.” His heart soared at the mental picture of Katie rushing across the prairie, pushing through the tall grass, turning over rocks, and rushing into the hills to search for dragons, lance in hand.

      The Katie right in front of him humphed and twisted to glare at him. “The only dragon I see is the one stalking me from behind,” she clipped.

      Aiden’s smile broadened. He loved her bullish frown. He loved the bright flush and warm freckles that kissed her cheeks. He loved the saucy tilt of her chin, the intoxicating sway of her hips as she walked, the bounce of her bright copper curls. He loved her.

      “If I’m a dragon,” he met her barb for barb, “then you’d best beware. I might just breathe fire.” He was certainly hot enough for fire every time she was near.

      “Is that what that terrible smell is?” she fired back with a toss of her curls.

      Aiden laughed. His heart thumped against his ribs—like the dragon she’d accused him of being was trying to get out. “Aye, that’s the fire and brimstone that burns deep in my soul for you, a ghrá.”

      “Ha,” Katie scoffed, though Aiden caught the flush in her cheeks deepening. “Are you such a lunk head that you can’t tell the difference between upset digestion and love?”

      “I’ll admit,” Aiden fired back, sending Dean, walking beside him, a knowing glance, “love is upsetting.”

      Dean chuckled and shook his head, an ironic smirk tweaking his mouth. Aiden wasn’t one to pry into another man’s troubles, but Dean had confided enough of his dealings with Miss Emma Sutton to him in the last week for him to know a thing or two about what lay behind the smirk.

      “If love is so upsetting,” Katie went on over her shoulder, “then you should give it up.”

      “What?” Aiden called to her. “Give up? Never. Heroes never give up.”

      Katie laughed in earnest, giving Emma’s arm a squeeze. “See what I mean?” she said. “The daft man doesn’t even know he’s no hero.”

      A chip of ice cut through Aiden’s good-humored grin. Lord, but Katie drove him mad sometimes. He couldn’t remember a time that he didn’t love her, stubbornness, prickles and all. But she did have a way of cutting him when he least expected it, all in the name of “friendly” banter. He consoled himself with the thought that one day—one day when Katie least expected it—he would hold her in his arms and kiss the prickles right out of her. Sooner rather than later, if it were up to him. Leaving Ireland may have been the best thing they could do to speed things along. They were in a new land with new dreams and new possibilities.

      “What about you, Miss Emma?” He changed tack and tried to bring Dean’s sweetheart out of her shell. “Is love nothing more than a sour stomach?”

      “Well… I….” Emma tripped over her own tongue.

      Dean tensed just enough for Aiden to notice, his face pinching. “I think Emma is entitled to keep her opinion to herself,” he said. He followed that by murmuring so that only Aiden could hear, “Leave Emma out of this. She’s got enough to worry about at the moment.”

      Aiden nodded. “I’m sure her thoughts are as pure and refreshing as she is,” he said with a smile. In the week since they’d met, Aiden had come to like and respect both Emma and Dean, and if his new friend declared his sweetheart off-limits from the teasing banter he was used to, he would honor that. “As for your thoughts, a ghrá,” he shifted back to Katie, “I think our good Father Daniel back in Ballymote is thanking his lucky stars he doesn’t have to hear your confession anymore.”

      Katie laughed, full and throaty, sending a wave of desire through him that threatened to make it difficult to walk comfortably. “Now that he doesn’t have to hear your confession, Aiden Murphy, maybe he won’t fall asleep in the confessional anymore.”

      “He only slept during my confession because he was exhausted after hearing yours,” Aiden shot back.

      Katie humphed again and quickened her pace. She and Emma began to distance themselves from him and Dean.

      “Did the priest really fall asleep while you were confessing?” Dean asked, smile broad.

      “He did,” Aiden said. “The poor man’s eighty-two. He used to nap while the good folks of Ballymote poured out their sins to him. I heard Father James scold him about it once, but Father Daniel explained that if we all assumed he was asleep, we would confess more and find deeper absolution.”

      Dean laughed aloud. “I’m sure you had your fair share of things to confess about Miss Katie.”

      “Volumes,” Aiden laughed. “I’ve been having impure thoughts about her for half my lifetime, much good that it’s done me.”

      Dean raised his brow. “That’s unusually gloomy for you.”

      “Not at all,” Aiden continued to chuckle. He watched Katie's back as she and Emma plowed ahead. “It all comes from your basic misunderstanding and complete bafflement over women and what they want.”

      Dean grunted, smirk back in place. “You can say that again. I love her with all my heart, but I don’t understand a thing going on in Emma’s head.”

      “No man can ever understand what goes on in a woman’s head,” Aiden agreed. “If we had the slightest inkling of what they think, if we could piece together the barest fragment of how they work, then like as not, we’d get overconfident and turn the world on its ear.”

      “Still, it would be nice to know that we’re on the right path sometimes,” Dean said. He blew out a breath and dragged a hand through his hair.

      “Ah, but we’re always on the right path if we’re on any path at all,” Aiden told him. He reached behind to lift his fiddle case off his back. His fingers always had an urge to play when his heart beat harder.

      “How do you figure?” Dean asked. He held out his arms to hold the fiddle case while Aiden took the instrument out as they continued to walk.

      “Well, we don’t know what’s going on in their minds, they don’t know what’s going on in our minds, so the only way to get two and two together is to keep moving forward.”

      He lifted his precious fiddle out of its felt-lined case and smoothed his hand over the wood, plucking the strings to be sure it was in tune. A few turns of the tuning pegs and it was ready. He took up the bow, then nodded as Dean shut the case and slung it over his shoulder, carrying it like any good friend would.

      “Take Katie Boyle, for example,” he continued, raising the fiddle to his chin and drawing the bow across the strings, producing a long, smooth note. He began a tune that started slow. “She’s quick to tell one and all that we’ve known each other our entire lives and are the best of friends. She’s not at all shy about sharing stories of how inseparable we’ve been since I was in knickerbockers and she was in short skirts. She might not tell you about how I held her hair back while she was bent double over the rail giving her lunch back to the sea on our journey across the ocean, but she trusted me to clean her up when she was done. So she can argue all she wants, but one way or another, she’ll end up in my arms, and in my bed,” he added with a wink, pausing in his song.

      As he started up again at a faster tempo, Dean laughed. “So you keep moving forward.”

      “That is right, my friend.”

      “No matter how many brambles and pitfalls await you on the path.”

      “Absolutely.”

      “And you think this way you’ll win the girl in the end.”

      “I know it.” He played a quick flourish, fingers dancing across the strings with a distinctly Irish flare. “One way or another, Katie Boyle will be mine, to have and to hold, to kiss and to love, forever.”

      He launched into a cheerful jig to match the skipping of his heart. Ahead of him, Katie burst into laughter over something she or Emma had said. The sunlight glittered off of her halo of curls. All was right with the world, or at least as right as it was going to get in that moment.

      “Well, I wish you luck, my friend,” Dean said, thumping him lightly on the back. “Because I think you’re going to need it.”
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      The junction of the north and south branches of the Platte River was the largest body of water that Katie had seen since walking away from the ocean. She had crossed the Mighty Mississippi on her way to Independence, but that had been from the safety and stability of a railroad car with her hands over her closed eyes. Staring out over the wide, muddy, slow-moving river now brought waves of remembered nausea over her.

      “Look at that wee thing,” she said in contrast to the pit of unease in her stomach, forcing herself to smile. “And it calls itself a river?”

      “It doesn’t look so impassable,” Emma echoed Katie’s sentiment at her side.

      For once, to Katie at least, Emma felt like the brave one. Her face was drawn and she may have lost a bit of her color, but Katie had a fair idea that all of that was because of her troubles with Dean and her mother. At least she stood with her shoulders squared and her eyes firmly fixed on the opposite riverbank.

      Katie swallowed, crossed her arms, and mimicked Emma’s stalwart pose. “Look at how the wagons are being taken across on rafts,” she said, then hummed. “What an innovative way to take rafts across the water.”

      What she wanted to say was, “Are they completely daft for rolling something so big and heavy onto a tiny pile of sticks and shoving it in the water?”

      She forced her smile to stay bright, even as her stomach rolled. At least the river wouldn’t toss and pitch as it heaved her from one shore to another. No, only an ocean could do that.

      “What a fine adventure,” she said aloud. “One we’ll face bravely, two fair maidens on their way to a glorious quest.”

      “Mmm,” Emma hummed. Her gaze was fixed on Dean as he helped old Mrs. O’Grady into a wagon that was lined up to be pulled onto one of the rafts. It didn’t take much to see she hadn’t heard a word Katie had said.

      Katie wouldn’t be deterred. “I bet your lovely doctor will be dazzled by the way you boldly make this river crossing. Why, he’ll see you standing firm at the front of one of these rafts, forging your way across the raging waters like a warrior princess.”

      “Yes,” Emma replied. She let out a breath, then turned to face Katie, blinking as though she’d just noticed her there. “I’m sorry, what did you say?”

      Katie laughed to keep her worry and frustration at bay. “I said you’d better go find yourself something to do that will take your mind off your troubles.”

      Emma gave her a grateful smile. “Yes, I should. I’m certain your mother could use some help.”

      Still half in a dream, Emma turned and wandered off, leaving Katie alone at the rise of the riverbank. Alone with nothing but her own anxiety as she glanced out over the water.

      She sucked in a breath and stood taller. “Come on, Katie Boyle,” she muttered to herself. “Don’t let a little water stop you from having your grand adventure. You made it across the Atlantic.” Barely, a voice added in her head. “So you can make it across a great muddy thing like this.”

      The ocean crossing had been an unexpected nightmare at the beginning of their journey. She had never been on a ship before, and after the first few days, she hoped to never have to be on a ship again. One minute she was charging up to the ship’s prow to feel the salt breeze blowing against her skin as she sailed boldly off into the adventure of her dreams, and the next she was bent double on the deck, heaving up every meal she’d ever eaten as the waves rolled and rolled the ship. Her grand adventure had left her quivering and ill before it even started.

      Worse still, Aiden had seen her weak. Not only seen her, he had held her and washed her face every time she’d been sick, had brought her water and insisted she eat to settle her stomach. He’d brushed her hair and slept up on deck with her when she couldn’t bear to be confined below. He’d seen firsthand that she wasn’t half as brave as she wanted to believe she was. The problem was, she’d enjoyed the feeling of his arms around her, comforting her. She had almost given in to the warmth she felt there. Only her pride stopped her. How her mam and Aiden’s had gloated and winked and shared their secret smiles every time they caught the two of them together. It was insufferable.

      Katie blew out a frustrated breath and crossed her arms tighter. She would not fall into someone else’s plans for her just because it was expected. The ocean may have been more challenging than she could have imagined, but the river before her was just a tiny river in comparison. She would prove to them all—her mother, her neighbors, and Aiden—that she could stand on her own. She would have her adventure.

      “You look as though you’re trying to drain the river with the force of your glare, a ghrá.”

      Katie’s heart thrummed, her frown deepened, and she twisted to see Aiden striding toward her. He had his fiddle case slung over his back as usual and his hands thrust into his pockets. The gentle breeze blowing across the river ruffled his dark hair. Sunlight and laughter danced in his deep blue eyes. If only he weren’t laughing at her.

      “I’d watch yourself if I were you, Aiden Murphy,” she cautioned him, uncrossing her arms and planting her fists on her hips. “If you think I can drain a river with a glare, then I might be able to set you on fire with my eyes as well.”

      His smile twitched into something hot and mischievous. “You already set me on fire,” he said as he reached her. His voice was rich and low, like the throbbing bottom notes on his fiddle when he played a particularly stirring song.

      Katie clenched her jaw to keep the music of his voice from vibrating through her. Friends. They were friends, and should act as such. “Well, then I expect you to vanish in a puff of smoke at your earliest possible convenience. Go on with you now,” she shooed him.

      For good measure, she pivoted away and faced the river once more. Instead of leaving, Aiden strolled to stand by her side, glancing out over the water. For several minutes, they stood there in silence, watching the ferrymen as they loaded Mrs. O’Grady’s wagon onto one of the rafts. Katie’s bluster melted, her anxiety returning. The raft tipped and bobbed as the oxen pulling the wagon found their place. The sight of it and the imagined picture of what would happen if the raft broke apart and fell out from under the wagon made Katie dizzy.

      “It’s a fairly simple operation,” Aiden spoke up just at the moment when she didn’t think her knees would hold up. He pointed to the raft. “What you see is the top layer of logs, but I talked to some of the men who live here and offer their services all summer, and there’s at least two layers of logs laid out in cross sections underneath that. They trap air and buoy the raft, making it as stable as a table.” He stopped and grinned over his rhyme.

      “Only you would waste your time talking to strangers about logs and air,” she growled. All the same, the muscles in her back unclenched a bit at learning that the rafts were more than just twigs tied together. She shifted closer to Aiden.

      “See that one out in the middle of the river?” He pointed to a raft that was more than halfway across. “One ferryman pulls the rafts across with that rope, while the other uses that pole to make sure they stay on course.”

      “I have eyes, you great lummox. I can see for myself what they’re doing.” She huffed and crossed her arms. More of her tension drained as she studied the practiced way the ferrymen shuttled the wagons across.

      Aiden seemed immune to her barbs. He stood by her side with a smile on his face. He stood too close to her side. His presence was making it difficult for Katie to breathe. When he tore his eyes away from the action on the river and glanced down at her, it sent a spike of heat through Katie’s blood.

      “Don’t worry,” he said, his voice as gentle as the breeze. “People get seasick, not riversick. You’ll be right as rain, and it’ll only take a handful of minutes to get to the other side.”

      His words were exactly what she needed to hear, but still she scowled.

      “I’ll make the journey across with you, if you’d like,” he went on. “We don’t even have to take a raft. Look, there’s a few brave souls who are fording through the water on horseback. We could do that.”

      Katie looked where he was pointing. Several men and one intrepid woman were cutting right through the water atop horses. The river had to be shallow enough for the horses to walk the whole way. It was exactly the kind of alternative crossing she longed for, but she wouldn’t give Aiden the satisfaction of seeing her back down from a challenge.

      “Oh no.” She feigned boldness, putting on a look of determination. “You’re not getting out of it that easily. You’re welcome to take the easy way, but I signed up for an adventure, and that’s exactly what I intend to have.”

      Aiden laughed. “I would expect nothing less, a ghrá.”

      His use of the affectionate name heated her even more, for better and worse. “Besides,” she added with a saucy flicker of her eyebrow. “Some of those ferrymen are quite easy on the eyes. Perhaps they’d like a little company once we reach the other side.”

      Instead of being set down, Aiden’s smile widened. “I’m sure they would.” He drew his hands out of his pockets and grabbed one of hers. “Come on now. Let’s go cross a river.”

      Katie yanked her hand back, trying to pull out of his tight grip. At the same time, part of her hoped he wouldn’t let her go. He seemed to know she didn’t really want him to release her and held her hand firmly. “Don’t you go leading me around like I’m your baby sister, Aiden Murphy,” she said, following him.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” he answered her, the impish fire back in his eyes. “You’re certainly not my sister.”

      
      Aiden hadn’t seen Katie so beside herself with fear since the ocean crossing. For all her show of delight as her family’s wagon was rolled forward onto one of the rafts, and for all the way she made eyes at the middle-aged, stoop-shouldered ferryman who maneuvered the wagon into place, Aiden could see how wary she was. What she really needed was an excuse to vent her fear in the form of scorn, and he knew just how to open the door for her.

      “Now Katie, are you sure a woman should be sitting in the driver’s seat of a wagon when it’s making such a dangerous crossing?” he called to her from the raft ahead of hers. His family’s wagon had been launched into the river moments before, and he stood at the back of the raft, ready to lend the ferrymen a hand if they needed it.

      “What kind of ridiculous blather is that?” she took the bait and fired back at him, all frowns and ruffled feathers. “A woman is just as capable of driving a wagon as a man.”

      His lips twitched into a grin. “I wouldn’t be so sure of that. What if you come across the Great American Dragon?”

      A flicker of understanding passed through her expression. She flashed from indignation to disdain. “Only an idjeet like yourself would worry about finding dragons in the prairie.”

      “And idjeet, am I?” He clapped a hand to his chest in mock offense, then turned to the ferryman with a pole who stood next to him. “Did you hear that? The woman is as cruel as cruel can be.”

      “You brought it on yourself, Aiden Murphy,” she called across to him.

      “I’m just looking out for your welfare, a ghrá,” he followed.

      “Don’t call me that.”

      Aiden ignored her. He nodded to the ferryman. “Tell the fine lady here that she needs to be careful of dragons in the prairie grass.”

      The ferryman laughed as he poled the raft along. “Can’t rightly say I ever saw me a dragon out here.”

      “There you have it,” Katie said, crossing her arms where she sat. “Idjeet.”

      The ferryman working the rope on the Boyles’ raft tripped and staggered, tipping the raft slightly to the side. Katie gripped the edges of her wagon seat and lost the color in her face. Even yards away, Aiden could see the fear back in her eyes.

      “Just because this gentleman has never seen a prairie dragon doesn’t mean they don’t exist or that you shouldn’t be careful of them,” he argued on, his tone as mocking as he could make it. “Why, there could be one just around the river bend, waiting to snatch you.”

      With a quick, wary gesture, Katie snapped her head up to meet his eyes. “Are you out of your mind? Has all that fiddle playing filled your head with fuzz?”

      She was fighting it. The color came back to her face in splotches, but at least it was coming. His chest swelled with pride in her.

      “You scoff now, but I’ve seen photographs of prairie dragons,” he said, resting his weight on one hip and crossing his arms in challenge.

      “You have?” She sat straighter, curiosity replacing the mask of false scorn she’d put on. “Where?”

      “Back in Ireland,” he said, both to her and to the ferryman with the pole, who had stopped his work and stared at Aiden with an open mouth.

      “You never,” Katie called him out. Her color was almost back to normal and she’d let go of the wagon seat.

      “You saw the same photograph that I did, remember?”

      “How could I remember something that never happened?” She tipped her chin up, almost as if they were on dry ground.

      Two of Aiden’s younger brothers had poked their heads out of the back of their family’s wagon and were giggling, bright-eyed, at his story. He winked at them, then peeked past the wagon to the river’s opposite shore. It would take a few more minutes to reach it, but they were more than halfway across now.

      “They’re small for dragons,” he went on, facing Katie once more. “But fat and brown. And they have fur instead of scales. They have horns, though, and great, large humps.”

      The ferryman snorted with laughter beside him.

      Across the stretch of river separating their rafts, Katie huffed in frustration. “Idjeet I said and idjeet I meant. Those are buffalo, not dragons.”

      “Aye,” he called back to her. “The Great American Buffalo Dragon. Vicious beasties, they are. They’ll breathe fire at you and charge all at once.”

      The ferryman working the rope on his wagon was laughing at the exchange now, along with both of the men on the Boyles’ raft. Behind Katie, a little sister and a brother had popped their heads up and were chuckling along as well.

      “Saints be praised, Aiden Murphy. How you intend to find your way in this country is a mystery to me,” Katie said. She shifted position on the driver’s seat, relaxing even more.

      Aiden beamed. His antics were serving their use. Katie shook her head and rolled her eyes, but she didn’t look at the water or cling to her wagon.

      “Buffalo’re mostly harmless out here,” the ferryman with the pole standing beside Aiden said. “It’s the Injuns you have to watch out for.”

      “Indians?” Katie sat even straighter, her eyes now aglow with excitement. “You’ve seen real, live Indians?”

      “They’re all over these parts and farther up into the mountains, ma’am,” the ferryman with the pole said. “These days, they don’t attack much, but I wouldn’t be so eager to run and meet them, if I were you.”

      “I’m not you, sir,” she called back, scolding the man with a look. “And I most certainly want to see some Indians before we settle down.”

      Aiden sent the ferryman with the pole a quick smile of thanks. He might not have known it, but the man had done exactly what he would have done.

      “I tell you what, a ghrá. As soon as we stop for a rest at one of these forts in the mountains, I’ll take you off to meet some Indians,” he said.

      Katie snorted. “And why can’t I go off and meet them myself? They’d take one look at you and shoot you full of arrows on the spot.”

      “They might at that,” the ferryman agreed grimly. “But chances are they’d do something much worse to you, ma’am.”

      They were saved the trouble of getting into further discussion about what that could be when Aiden’s raft bumped against the far bank of the river. For a split
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Sometimes the man of your dreams

is the man who has been there all along.







