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Nebraska

January, 1878

The stage lurched, flinging Jane Lonnigan back against the threadbare cushion. Her skull cracked on the wood panel, and a sting of pain sliced through her temples. She gasped and put a hand to her throbbing head. As the thunder of the horses’ hooves pounded in sync with the beat of her heart, she latched onto the window ledge and pulled herself forward.

Tattered curtains blew in her face as the coach raced along the snow-covered road. She dared to look out. Swirling white ice obscured her view, but yips and whoops ripped the air.

Terror shot up her spine as blood roared in her ears. Indians!

She shoved backwards, pressing into the cushion. Squeezing her eyes shut, she prayed through the panic and tried not to imagine the warriors catching the speeding coach. Fighting to stay upright, she kept a death grip on the edge of the seat. Her body jerked left and right as the driver did all he could to escape.

Bullets fired overhead, making her wince and tears form behind her lids. The shotgunner defended them relentlessly. Shouts and curses spewed from the driver as he whipped at the team.

An arrow splintered the wall on her left side. She screamed and hit the floor, using the benches for added protection. Biting her lip, she tasted blood.

Could she jump from the coach? Would she be seen through the snow being kicked up by the horses and stage?

Trembling, she braced herself between the seats, pressing her knees into the wooden legs. Shots rang, hooves pounded, their rumble sending shocks of fright to her heart. Her chest heaved as arrows rent the walls.

A cold sweat broke over her skin. These could be her last moments. She would die before beginning the most exciting chapter of her life. Tears slid over her cheeks. Her end might be near, mirroring the same fate as her parents’. She clenched her teeth and prayed harder than she ever had before.

* * * *
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FIRST LIEUTENANT FRANK Dawson raced across the newly fallen snow, the bite of the wind searing his cheeks and burning his throat. He kept his gaze on the road ahead, galloping over the land, searching for the stage carrying the schoolteacher.

Three Rivers had come to him, his old eyes worried. Chief Etu had sent his trusted scout to tell Frank warriors had rebelled against his orders and went to intercept the coach. Frank had reassured the Chipsa chief the arrival of the teacher wouldn’t threaten his lands, and the wise chief had agreed. Despite Frank and Chief Etu’s efforts, there were factions of Chipsa seeking war, and now Frank raced to stop the renegades.

Other riders galloped beside him, his Second Lieutenant, Hunter McCoy, and Privates Timothy Elliott and Quincy Peterson. They hadn’t had time to assemble an adequate response of soldiers, but Three Rivers had told Frank only a few rebels had ignored Chief Etu’s command.

His heart pounding hard, he pushed his horse to go faster, desperate to save the woman courageous enough to educate the children of Riley Creek. The ground gleamed white against the deep blue of the sky. The land flattened ahead of them, and Frank bent low over Rounder’s neck, the beast breathing mightily as they bolted down the snow-covered road.

His blood pumped with determination when he heard the wild jangle of horse livery, the frantic rumble of the wheels and the whoops of the braves hunting the coach. Frank and his men crested the rise, giving their own cries of attack as their object came into view. Frank pulled sharp on the reins as his comrades flew past him. Rounder reared against the abrupt stop, but Frank kept his seat.

As the other soldiers darted toward the racing stage, Frank pulled out his long range rifle and took aim. Rounder had been trained to recognize his master’s intent and moved not a muscle. Steadily, Frank drew a bead on the lead warrior. Tracking his progress, Frank didn’t hesitate and pulled the trigger. One second after the shot rang, the rebel’s arms flew skyward, and he somersaulted over the back of his horse.

There were three more warriors, and the other soldiers bore down on them, firing their six guns with accuracy and speed. The Chipsa renegades fell, snow flying upwards as their bodies hit the ground. Frank kicked his horse into a lope, the urgency not as great now that the men had been stopped.

As he neared, the coach changed course and turned toward Riley Creek, coming at Frank. The driver remained standing, pulling hard on the reins as he worked to get the horses to slow. The shotgunner climbed over the baggage rack and tumbled into his seat.

The stage came to a stop as Frank drew abreast of the conveyance. The driver and shotgunner wheezed in unison, their chests heaving as sweat slid over their red faces.

“Are y’all all right?” Frank asked. “Any casualties?”

“Damn near thought they had us,” the driver panted out. “My girls were slowin’.” He jabbed a thumb at his partner. “And this fool didn’t get a one of ‘em.”

The shotgunner whipped his hat off and started smacking the driver. “You try shootin’ straight on top of a jumpin’ stage!”

The driver howled and put up his arms, protecting himself.

“It was your damn drivin’ what kept me from doin’ my job!”

Frank sighed and left the two to fight it out. He dismounted and walked to the side of the conveyance, ready to handle whatever state the schoolteacher might exhibit. When he opened the door, he found her huddled on the ground, her arms covering her head. Even through her bulky coat and woolen gloves, he could see she trembled.

“Ma’am?” he called. “It’s over. You’re safe.”

She flinched.

“I’m a soldier at Fort Robertson, ma’am. Have no fear.” He wanted to reach out and help her stand, but he wondered if the action would alarm her further. Was she in shock? As he opened his mouth to reassure her of her safety once more, she lifted her head.

His heart dropped to his toes when her blue gaze met his. Jane. As his brain worked to function, his heart seemed to revitalize in an instant, pounding so hard he couldn’t catch his breath. Jane.

“F-Frank?” she said, relief drenching her tone.

The sound of her voice... To hear his name on her lips after an almost two year absence... He clenched his hands into fists, fighting the urge to snatch her to him.

She moved to her knees, her limbs still shaking. Raising her arms to him, she said, “I c-can’t believe it’s y-you.”

Tears swam in the eyes he’d once adored. Her outstretched plea sliced at the organ she’d effortlessly killed when she’d refused to marry him. His spine rigid, he warred against lifting her from the stage. But the shock of seeing her, the fact she’d been the woman the braves had been trying to kill, was impossible to combat.

Moving forward, he fit his hands around her waist, the feel of her so familiar he almost groaned aloud, and pulled her to him. She circled his neck with her forearms, fitting her nose against his neck, just as she’d always done. The feel of her against him had him swallowing hard over the lump in his throat.

Unable to stop himself, he curled his arms around her, noting the weakness of her body as she leaned fully into him.

“I was so s-scared,” she confessed, her voice quivering. “And here you are. I c-can’t believe you’re here. You s-saved me.”

He closed his eyes and tried to answer, say anything to lessen the significance of the moment. If he didn’t get control of his faculties, he might fall to her feet and beg for her love. A love she wouldn’t give him a year and a half ago, so why would she now?

His blood pounded as his pulse raced uncontrollably. What should he do? How would he remove himself from her? He didn’t want to let her go. Not for a second. She clung to him like he mattered, like he was all she needed, like she wanted him.

But it was only because she was frightened, and he’d saved her. Fool! Let go of her!

Gritting his teeth, he moved his hands to her forearms and gently pulled them from around his neck. She looked up at him, tears staining her soft cheeks, her eyes wavering.

“I’ll take you to White’s Boardinghouse.” To his ears, his voice sounded scratchy and gruff.

The stage team was still squabbling as Frank put his hand on Jane’s elbow and led her forward. He squinted up at the pair, trying to focus on anything but her nearness. Even though the temperature was so cold it seeped into his bones, he could feel her warmth sliding over him, through him.

He whistled at the men above, commanding their attention. Startled stares looked down. “I’ll take Miss Lonnigan to Riley Creek. You need to water the horses, and she needs to be inside where it’s safer in case there are more renegade warriors.” He jerked his head north. “The stream is one mile that way. I suggest you stop your fighting and get moving. Bring her bags to White’s Boardinghouse when you’re finished.”

“Gonna have to break through probably a foot of ice,” the shotgunner grumbled.

Frank shook his head at him then turned to Jane. “Are you alright?” he asked while focusing on a spot over her shoulder.

“Yes.”

He tensed when he heard the question in her tone. What was she thinking about his silence concerning her presence? Somehow he would have to stomach talking to her normally. As if nothing had ever happened. As if she hadn’t been his whole world once. As if he hadn’t been ready to give himself to her.

With an irritated inward jerk, he tried to get control of his emotions. He strode past the stage and met Second Lieutenant McCoy halfway. “Y’all take care of the dead. Get them to the chief as quick as you can.”

Second Lieutenant McCoy looked over Frank’s shoulder. “How’s the schoolteacher?”

The question needed to be answered, but the response stuck in Frank’s throat. When had his luck become so damned bad? “She’s fine, all things considered,” he forced out.

“I suspect she’s anxious to get to the boardinghouse,” McCoy commented.

“Probably.” And Frank needed to quit stalling and carry out the task. “I’ll see y’all back at the fort.”

As he returned to where Jane stood, he found her eyes on him. He was helpless to look anywhere but at her. She was here. Here. Hell. He grabbed the reins to his horse and tried to think of something safe to say. “You’ve finished your studies?” It was a stupid question, but he couldn’t think clearly.

“I did. Early.”

After climbing into the saddle, he held a hand out to her. “Put your foot on my boot.”

Biting her lip, she did as he asked.

He hauled her up behind him, and she fit easily against his back, her lower half nestling against the rear of his horse. She wrapped her arms around his waist and set her cheek between his shoulder blades. Gritting his teeth against the excitement and pain of having her pressed to his body, he kicked his heels to Rounder’s belly, and the horse trotted forward.

With a tight hold on the reins, he kept his focus on the horizon. “Is that normal?” He cleared his throat. “To finish early?”

“No.”

Her one word answer caused tension to roll in his gut. “Good for you, Jane. I’m glad you’ve done what you set out to do.” He’d thought if she were successful with her schooling, the pain of her rejection might lessen. Not so. In fact it only hurt more because maybe she’d been right. Maybe they weren’t meant for each other. Maybe he’d wasted his heart on her.

“I’m...excited about teaching at Riley Creek. It will be my first post.”

Of course, it was. They’d only left Pike’s Run a couple of years ago. But she’d gone to St. Louis, and he’d enlisted in the army, hoping someone might put him out of his misery.

“You picked a difficult place to start,” he answered. “We’re still trying to make peace with the Crane Nation. Raids have lessened, but the trust isn’t there yet.”

She didn’t immediately reply. “I didn’t pick the position,” she explained. “It was the only town that would hire me.”

Because she was female. People were unused to the fairer sex in positions of importance. Clearing his throat again, he said, “Well, Riley Creek isn’t really a town. We’ve got a few farming families, a few store owners, but we’re mostly made up of soldiers.”

“My acceptance letter indicated some of the children belonged to officers.”

He smiled, the sudden action feeling good and releasing some of the tension in his shoulders. “We have stubborn women around us. They refuse to leave their husbands.”

She chuckled.

He bit down hard on his back teeth, that voice of hers getting to him. The ride to town stretched for another three miles. Why was he being tortured?

“Frank?” she asked softly.

The call slid over his body, making his nerves jump in yearning. He didn’t trust himself to speak.

“Don’t you think it’s amazing we’re in the same place?”

God. Yes.

“I mean...it’s odd.” She waited a moment. “Isn’t it?”

“Yes,” he grated out, unable to control his emotions.

“Are you...are you mad?”

Mad? Maybe. Frustrated? Possibly. Scared? Hell, yes. “Not at all,” he lied. “This is a happy coincidence.” He forced ease into his tone. “We’ve been apart for a long time, Jane. Wounds have healed.” If she moved her hand a little higher, she’d feel the furious pounding of his heart and know he fibbed.

She nodded against his back. “Yes. I have found that as well.”

He frowned. She’d had wounds? Who’d hurt her? Him? He doubted it. While she’d seemed upset at rejecting his love, she hadn’t been as committed as he. Why would she have felt any hardship or pain by walking away from him?

But he ignored the questions running through his mind and said instead, “I’m glad for you. Now we can go on without an ounce of tension between us.”

She shifted a bit, tightening her grip.

Breathing became difficult.

“Yes,” came her soft reply.
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Exhaustion weighed on Jane as she kept a firm hold around Frank Dawson’s waist. They hadn’t spoken for the last couple of miles, and the silence only proved his earlier statement false. Tension existed. She could feel it in his rigid posture.

Frank had held her many times, but never with reticence. Now, if he could manage it, she was sure he would have her not touch him at all. But there was no way to ride to Riley Creek without her body pressed to his. If she could, she would respect his discomfort and let go of him.

But she didn’t want to. Seeing him had been a shock, but also a blessing. Being near him, heavenly, but painful. For it was not the same as it had been before. And it would never be the same again.

Her rejection of him had shattered their relationship. His pride had kept him from accepting her wants for higher education, and she’d been unable to concede. Now, here they were. In the same place. Her heart hammered in her breast as her mind raced with reasons why.

With her cheek pressed against him, his solid strength sank into her. He’d changed, physically. He was taller, broader. Entering the army had never been in his plans, but when she’d left Pike’s Run, he’d disappeared. Had he enlisted immediately after her departure?

But it didn’t matter, because she was sure the closeness they had once shared wouldn’t be rekindled. How could they go back to what they had been? A couple, confiding in each other, sharing their hopes, their dreams. Meeting in secret, enjoying nighttime swims...laughter...kisses.

She flushed at the memories and couldn’t contain a shiver as it slid over her skin.

He turned. “Are you cold?”

Not at all. Not with him to hold. “A little,” she lied.

“We’re almost there,” he promised. “If you look over my shoulder, you can see Fort Robertson.”

She leaned up and peeked out. Many wooden buildings shone in dark contrast to the snow surrounding them.

He lifted his arm and pointed at a row of houses, six in all, built in the same manner. “That’s Officers’ Row. And just behind,” he went on, indicating three two story brick structures, “is where Colonel Pitts, Major Reed and Captain Adams are housed.”

She hadn’t expected some of the living quarters to be bricked. However, it made sense. A fort would need its buildings to be sturdy, especially those which sheltered officers. The blockhouse, the main area for defense, sat in the center of the fort, while the guardhouse was opposite Officers’ Row. She couldn’t see the barracks, but she supposed they were behind the blockhouse.

The parade grounds sat between the guardhouse and officers’ quarters. The area was expansive and recently used, as boot prints littered the snow. There were more buildings; she assumed one of them was the mess hall and perhaps one might be a hospital.

“Major Reed is our commanding officer. Colonel Pitts is in the capital right now, and his family went with him. I doubt they’ll return before the summer,” he explained.

Recent events prompted her to ask, “Do Indians attack often?”

He sighed. “There have been many raids since I was stationed here. The Grey Cloud Agency moved to the Montana territory, but we still have bands of Chipsa here.” He gave a gentle tug on the reins, and his horse moved to the left, trotting behind the guardhouse. “We are trying to maintain peace with them by keeping them informed of all settlers’ movements, new developments, and we’re asking permission to farm in certain areas and build.”

Impressed that he seemed to know so much, she asked, “You sound like you have something to do with these peace talks.”

“I do.”

His confirmation surprised and pleased her, but when he didn’t elaborate, she decided not to continue the conversation. He didn’t want to share whatever good fortune he’d had that had caused him to move up in ranks. Certainly a private wouldn’t be as involved with the progress of the army’s work with the Indians. But what did she know about soldiers, or their jobs?

“And here is Riley Creek,” he announced.

Again she leaned up, peering over his strong, right shoulder. A collection of buildings lined a snow-covered street. Smoke rose from chimneys. Curtains were drawn in windows. She frowned when she didn’t see a soul.

Two trading posts, a dry goods store, blacksmith, a saloon and a tannery were some of the various shops, along with a few houses. “Where is the school?”

He pointed at a building that looked redone. “It was an attorney’s office. He tried to represent the Crane and ended up dying for his mistakes.”

She gasped. “Poor man.”

Frank scoffed. “Don’t feel any sympathy. He really wasn’t that helpful. He wanted fame and money.” He shook his head. “Chief Etu figured out the truth of his heart quickly.”

Again she wondered at Frank’s familiarity with the tribe. How close was he to the people here? Was his assistance vital to the army’s plans? But, again, she didn’t ask these questions. He might be speaking to her, but it was mundane conversation. His forbidding posture wouldn’t welcome anything deeper.

“White’s Boarding,” Frank said, calling her attention as he jerked his head to the left.

Surprised, she sat taller as she took in what was to be her home. Nellie White had offered a room to the schoolteacher for free. The kind gesture had pushed Jane to accept the position, and she’d looked forward to her own space instead of living in a home with the family of one of her students.

White’s Boarding was not at all what she expected after the simple structures dotting the main road. The house was large, possibly had three stories. A wide porch framed a door with etched glass and two large picture windows. Lace curtains hung against the glass, matching perfectly with the white powder covering the roof and railings. Frank pulled the horse to a stop then allowed her to dismount first.

A crunching sounded as she set foot in the snow. Looking up at the windows lining the front of the house, she waited while Frank tied his horse to a post. Before going up the steps, he took her elbow.

“I’ll introduce you to Nellie. She’s a nice lady.”

Jane already shared his opinion, but time would tell if she was right.

They went up the steps, then Frank knocked. Standing in the cold, the silence stretched around them. Watching him from the corner of her eye, she saw him shift from foot to foot. He was nervous. He always moved back and forth when he was anxious. Was she the cause of his discomfort, or did he and Mrs. White have a difficult relationship? But, if they did, why would he say Mrs. White was nice?

The door opened, and her thoughts were halted without answers. A young lady, wearing a white apron and cap, stood with her hand on the knob. She beamed at them. “Lieutenant Dawson,” she gushed. “What’re you doin’ out in this cold?”

Lieutenant? Jane’s breath stilled in her chest. Frank was a lieutenant? Her Frank?

“Morning, Tess,” Frank answered as he removed his hat. “I brought Miss Lonnigan, the schoolteacher, to you.”

Tess gasped and turned her attention to Jane. “Mercy sakes! Come on in, won’t you?” She bustled them forward, hurrying them inside. “Go sit beside the fire,” she ordered. “You must be cold to the bone. I’ll just fetch Nellie.”

Tess scurried away, her skirts snapping.

Jane’s gaze roved over the parlor, taking in the rugs, paintings and woodwork lining the entrance. The foyer was outfitted the same way; rugs of brown and red, mahogany trim and cream wallpaper covered the walls moving up the gleaming staircase. Jane couldn’t believe this was to be her home.

“Nellie came from the east,” Frank said. “She’s accustomed to certain things.”

Jane nodded, her eyes moving to the furniture, the cushions covered in peach satin. “How’d she get all this way out here?”

Frank cleared his throat. “I don’t know. Nellie was already in Riley Creek before I came.”

Questions burned on her tongue. Her curiosity always got the better of her, and Nellie White’s story intrigued her. But she wouldn’t pry. She might wonder, but those wonderings would be kept to herself.

“My goodness,” a female voice said from behind them. “You’re here already.”

Jane turned and found a beautiful woman in a lavender silk dress, with dark hair in a fashionable chignon and light gray eyes, coming toward them. Her face was wreathed in a smile as she reached out a hand.

Jane took it and couldn’t help but smile back.

“We’ve waited forever for you to come to us. The other mothers have been ecstatic.”

Was Mrs. White a mother? It might explain her generous offer. “Thank you for allowing me to stay here. It’s lovely.”

Mrs. White waved a dismissive hand. “We do our best. It’s only me and Tess taking care of things here, but I believe we’ve done a good job. We’ve been praised as the last jewel on the trek west.”

Jane could imagine.

Nellie turned to Frank. “Thank you, Lieutenant Dawson, for seeing her here.”

In a fluid motion, he returned his hat to his head, covering his light brown hair. “She’s had a bit of a scare. Indians chased the coach.”

Nellie gasped as her hand flew to her mouth. “I’m so sorry, Miss Lonnigan. And here I am making conversation instead of getting you upstairs to your room. I’m sure you’re worn out.”

Wanting to put the woman at ease, Jane gave her a smile. “I’m all right. The lieutenant took care of me, and meeting you has been reassuring.”

A bright light entered Nellie’s eyes, but Frank spoke before the woman could respond to Jane’s compliment. “I’d best be leaving. I need to see to my men and report back to the captain.”

Nellie jumped into action and saw him to the door after Jane nodded her head in goodbye. His response was a tip of his hat. Not personal at all. Her heart sank. They would not be on friendly terms while she lived in Riley Creek. And perhaps they shouldn’t be.

Frank Dawson had rejected Jane. Or rather, he’d rejected supporting her dreams. He’d been too prideful, or angry, to wait for her to be ready to get married. She’d spent the last years trying to forget him. Now that he was so close, Jane understood she’d failed miserably.

She heard the door close then his heavy boots going down the porch. Sadness etched itself in her heart, for even though her dear friend was so close, he’d never been farther away.

* * * *
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FRANK REINED IN AT the stables. He dismounted, his teeth clenched unmercifully. It was all he could do to keep from returning to White’s Boarding and crushing Jane’s body to his. Taking slow breaths through his nose, he led his horse to its stall.

After unsaddling Rounder, he began to brush the animal, hoping the calm, soothing strokes would quiet the storm raging inside his heart. Resentment started to bite as thoughts swirled through his mind. What cruel fate followed him?

Jane was here. Jane.

The woman he’d loved since he was fourteen. He’d loved her to distraction. His loyalty had never wavered. He’d promised he would marry her, had declared he’d give her everything she could ever want. She was his constant thought. His heart’s deepest wish. His soul.

Since leaving Pike’s Run, every day he woke with her on his mind. The ability to forget her was not in his power. It didn’t matter that he lived at the edge of civilization, every moment crawling with danger. He’d been unable to stop loving her.

And now she was here. His body still burned where she’d touched him.

“We’re back,” a voice called from the stall door.

Frank turned and found Timothy leaning on the edge.

“Got here a few minutes ago. Chief Etu seemed thankful we brought the warriors to him as opposed to burying them ourselves. Good call on that. He wants to talk to you tonight, though.”

Frank figured. The leader of the Chipsa would want to ensure Major Reed didn’t exact punishment on his tribe for the rebel warriors. “I’ll report to the captain before I leave.”

As Frank set the curry comb on the shelf, Tim opened the gate. “Was the schoolteacher all right?”

An image of Jane huddled on the floor flashed before Frank’s eyes. “Aside from being frightened, she was fine. Not any real tears or demands to take her back to the train.” Which hadn’t surprised him. Jane had never been one for panic. Control had always been important to her, except for when she was alone with him. She’d allowed him to see her vulnerability, he’d thought, because she loved him. How wrong he’d been.

“Good, good.” Tim buttoned his coat up to the neck as they walked toward one of the two story homes. “Is she pretty?”

A surge of anger coursed through Frank. He curled his hands into fists. “Couldn’t really tell,” he ground out.

“No? Too packed into warm clothing?”

Frank couldn’t answer. All his concentration was centered on walking calmly and not smashing his fist down Tim’s throat.

Tim chuckled. “I know she’s young, so there’s hope. Mrs. Reed told me this would be her first teaching position.” The snow crunched under his feet. “Did you get her name?”

Sharing any part of the woman he loved with Timothy Elliott burned Frank up inside. But she didn’t love him back. And the last thing he needed was anyone to discover he and the schoolteacher had a past. “Miss Jane Lonnigan,” Frank replied as normally as he could.

“Jane,” Tim stated, his tone laced with anticipation.

Frank inhaled sharply. If Tim so much as looked at Jane, Frank would beat him to a bloody pulp. “I’m sure she’ll be too busy to meet people.”

As they drew nearer to the captain’s home, Tim replied, “Mrs. Reed and Mrs. Adams will invite her to their house parties. I just have to hope Miss Lonnigan doesn’t have a sour personality.”

Tim was right. Jane would be invited. She would laugh and charm everyone, including Tim and any other private that attended. Frank usually looked forward to the gatherings the ladies organized. Now he would have to find reasons to avoid them.

They stepped onto the stoop, and Frank tried to divert Tim’s thinking. “You know you can’t court the schoolteacher. It’s against the rules.”

Tim shrugged after he’d knocked. “Maybe she’ll take one look at me and decide my attentions would be better than teaching.”

Frank’s heart ripped. If Jane did leave her dream profession for Private Tim Elliott...

It would surely kill him. But not before he killed Tim.
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Chapter Three
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Jane finally had a chance to explore the boardinghouse after unpacking. The stage had arrived with her trunk and had already moved on. As she came down the stairs, she ran her hand along the mahogany rail. The college she’d attended had had grand woodwork, but she had never seen it in a house. She could scarcely believe this was to be her home.

As Jane set foot in the entry, Tess came down the corridor, pushing the tea cart. The maid smiled at Jane. “All settled?”

Jane nodded and followed Tess into the front parlor. “The room is warm and cozy. It didn’t take long for the fire to heat the area.”

“Nellie plans on making improvements. She keeps up with modern inventions and is determined to put in a water closet.”

Jane helped Tess set out the cakes and other desserts on the center table. “Really? I have never used one.”

After running an assessing eye over the food, Tess said, “I haven’t either, and it will be extravagant, but she pinches every penny. This business has to carry her into the future.” She straightened and smoothed her hands down her apron front. “There isn’t much hope for marriage. Not out here and not with—”

“Seth!” a female voice called, stern and reproachful. “Don’t run!”

But the command wasn’t heeded as rapid boots could be heard coming down the corridor. A young child flew through the arched entrance of the parlor then came to a dead halt when he clapped eyes on Jane. A grin broke out over his face.

Nellie hurried into the room, her forceful gaze piercing the back of the boy’s head. “Seth White,” she admonished. “How many times have I told you not to run inside?”

The boy spared a glance for his mother, but his happy expression didn’t falter despite her scolding tone. “This is an important moment, Mama.” He turned to face Jane. “I’m meeting the schoolteacher.”

Surprise shot through Jane. This boy was excited to meet her? A little unsure, Jane took a cautious step forward as Nellie stood behind her son, her hands at his shoulders.

“Hello,” Jane began. “I’m Miss Lonnigan.”

Seth inclined his head. “Seth White. I’m twelve, and I’ve read the complete works of Charles Dickens and William Shakespeare.”

The announcement added to Jane’s surprise. Eagerness shone in every line of his young face. His brown hair didn’t look a bit out of place though he’d run into the room at a high speed. His chocolate eyes were bright with excitement and intelligence.

Jane recognized the expression. Seth was a rare boy, one who liked school. Her cousin, Alex, looked much the same whenever opportunities for learning presented themselves.

“How do you do?” Jane asked.

“Much better than my friends,” he told her. “They’re hoping you change your mind and leave.”

Tess gasped while Nellie sighed in hopelessness. “I’m sorry, Jane. He doesn’t temper what he says.”

As she chuckled, Jane reached out and tweaked the boy’s nose. “I prefer honesty. Helps me know where I stand.” She motioned to a chair. “Will you sit with me and tell me all about my students?”

Seth didn’t waste a second. “I’d be happy to. You’re going to need my help.”

As Jane took the chair beside his, Nellie said in a warning tone, “Speak kindly, and remember, when Mrs. Reed and Mrs. Adams arrive to meet Miss Lonnigan, you will need to go back upstairs or to the study.”

He nodded then launched into a fast description of his peers. “My friends, Harry and William, hate learning. They don’t like books, but they’re fun for other things like marbles and fishing. They’ve each got an older brother, George and Malcom. They’re going into the army as soon as their fathers let them. I don’t think you’ll have any trouble with them seeing as how if they fool around, Major Reed and Captain Adams have sworn they’ll never live inside a barracks of the U.S. Army.

“Then, of course, there’s Linda and Byron. Their pa is a farmer. He’s the only farmer around here with children. I’m not sure what they think about school because we don’t ever see them.”

Jane imagined not. She’d be surprised if they were sent into town for an education. Her family had been farmers, but their mentality about learning differed from most people who worked the land.

“Darcy, Grace and Hannah are sisters. They’re nice enough,” Seth said as he scrunched up his nose. “They only like to talk about ailments.” He leaned forward a little and lowered his voice. “Their pa is the doctor at the fort, and I think they like all that morbid stuff.”

The descriptions caused her curiosity to increase. It seemed she would have some interesting students, which would make for exciting days. Hopefully.

Seth snapped his fingers. “I forgot Adelaide. But she’s too old for school, I think.” He scratched his head. “I think she likes one of the lieutenants at the fort, so she’s probably getting married.”

The information caused Jane’s heart to stop then beat at an uncontrollable rate. There would be other lieutenants at Fort Robertson, wouldn’t there? Seth might not be speaking about Frank. She shouldn’t ask. But anxiety gripped her sharply. The question burned her tongue, but as she opened her mouth to speak, a rapid knock came at the door.

Seth hopped up. “That’ll be the Captain and Major’s wives. Maybe they brought Harry and William.” He took a step away from Jane but paused and turned back. “I’m very glad to meet you, Miss Lonnigan. I’ll do my best to help you with my friends. They’re all right once you get to know them.”

As he walked briskly toward the entry, Jane longed to call him back. It would be much less embarrassing to ask him about Frank’s activities than the ladies now stepping into Nellie’s foyer. However, if she wanted the conversation with these women to go well, she needed to push Frank from her mind. Just as she’d been doing since leaving her hometown.

But which lieutenant was it?

She rose to her feet and ran her hands over her skirt. The serviceable cotton was all she had, but then she doubted the women would expect her to dress fashionably. Chattering, happy female voices lifted toward her. Two women entered behind Nellie and Tess. Tess had removed her apron and cap and appeared to be prepared to spend the afternoon with Jane and the other ladies.

When Nellie reached Jane’s side, she offered introductions.

“Miss Lonnigan, this is Mrs. Adams,” a tall woman with blonde hair and light eyes nodded, “and Mrs. Reed.”

Mrs. Reed’s dark hair had streaks of gray, but it only gave her an air of grace. Her blue eyes crinkled at the corners as she held out her hand.

“Pleased to meet you,” Jane said as she shook hands with both women. “I was so glad to get your letter of hire.”

The women sat as Mrs. Adams responded, “And we were overjoyed you accepted. We’re working hard to make Riley Creek a town worth settling.”

Uneasiness centered in Jane’s stomach. She was familiar with women who worked under the guise of trying to better their town. In her experience it meant cruelty and bias. She hoped these ladies weren’t the same. “I commend you for trying. I’m sure it isn’t easy with the threat of Indians,” Jane heard herself say.

Mrs. Adams nodded. “We’ve run into many obstacles, but the last year has been much more peaceful. The soldiers work hard at compromise.”

Nellie stood. “May I offer tea to anyone? I’m sure it will warm you ladies after your cold drive.”

They gave murmurs of acceptance.

“The major grumbled the entire way here,” Mrs. Reed shared with a small chuckle as she took her cup from Nellie. “He believes I should have waited to meet our intrepid teacher until tomorrow.” She turned to Jane. “But you don’t mind, do you?”

Jane sat straighter in her chair. “Not at all. I’m ready to start my job. The sooner, the better. And meeting the parents of my students is part of that job.” She gave them what she hoped was a reassuring smile then took a sip of her hot tea. The liquid warmed her, helping to calm the erratic beat of her heart.

Which lieutenant was it?

“Have you seen the schoolhouse?” Mrs. Adams asked.

“I have. It was pointed out to me on the way here.”

Mrs. Reed set her cup back in her saucer. “We had it redone. The inside will look more like a school.”

Not wanting the women to think she was disappointed in the structure, Jane responded quickly, “The building is perfectly fine. It will serve its purpose, which is providing a roof for learning.”

Mrs. Reed smiled while Nellie remarked, “Well said, Jane. You are focused, aren’t you?”

The description filled Jane with pride. It helped to soothe her anxiety. “I have plans and a desire to inspire others as I was by my teacher. If it weren’t for her, I might not have found the courage to attend college.” And she wouldn’t have left Frank. She would have married him and perhaps turned his love into resentment, for she would have regretted never seeing what else she was capable of.

As Tess rose to fill a plate with scones, she said, “I certainly admire you. What a thought that women might have choices beyond the usual paths.”

This was why Jane had left Pike’s Run. And Frank. Though leaving him had been the hardest decision. The feelings she’d held for him had been strong and true, but he hadn’t understood. And now...he might be interested in someone else. But, it had been many months, and she did want him to move on. Didn’t she?

The women began to tell her about her future pupils. She listened attentively. When talk turned to Adelaide Reed, Jane’s interest spiked.

“Adelaide is nineteen and too old for school,” Mrs. Reed explained. “And we expect her to be married soon.”

Her chance had arrived. After taking a sip of her tea to help disguise the strength of her curiosity, Jane said, “Oh? How wonderful for your family.”

Mrs. Reed smiled with pride. “He is a lieutenant at Fort Robertson, and the main reason peace reigns in Riley Creek. He has an exceptional relationship with Chief Etu.”

Mrs. Adams rolled her eyes. “Miss Lonnigan doesn’t need his qualifications. She doesn’t even know the man.”

A laugh escaped Mrs. Reed. “You’re right, but I can’t help but be proud. He’s a good boy.”

After heaving an exasperated sigh, Mrs. Adams said, “Boy?” She scoffed and turned her gaze to Jane. “First Lieutenant Frank Dawson is the young man she,” the lady jerked her head in her friend’s direction, “is so enamored with.” Giving Mrs. Reed a pointed look, she continued, “I think you’re more excited than Adelaide is.”

The woman shrugged but kept a secret smile on her face.

Jane’s heart sank to her toes. Frank liked another lady. Adelaide.

“They aren’t officially courting,” Nellie said. “At least, I hadn’t heard—”

“No, they aren’t,” Mrs. Reed clarified, “but they talk frequently at our house parties. We expect a request from him soon.”

The news that the friendship hadn’t turned into more as of yet didn’t help Jane. If Frank was paying attention to another woman, there was no reason to doubt




















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





d2d_images/scene_break.png





