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Chapter 1

 

Marianna Brownlee pulled her aching body from the stagecoach, her tired gaze drifting over the vast Wyoming wilderness surrounding Fort DA Russell. She didn’t like it. Why would anyone willingly live in such a desolate area?

The journey from Chicago had been miserable since leaving the train at Omaha. Stagecoach treks were not for city ladies; they were for mules and men and other wild creatures. In this modern age, how could travel to the west be so primitive?

She massaged the aching muscles in her back as best she could without drawing too much attention to herself. She doubted her body would ever forgive her for leaving civilization.

“Do you see your nephew, Miss Brownlee?” A fellow passenger, asked. “I don’t see any children.”

“He’s probably inside the fort,” Marianna said, looking around. “I am expecting someone to meet me. I don’t see him yet.”

The gentleman tipped the hat hiding his gray hair, and reached out a hand. “I need to board the stage once again, Miss Brownlee. The driver has taken down your bags. He’s ready to leave.”

Marianna shook his hand and smiled. “It’s been a pleasure to know you, sir.”

He released her hand and returned to the stagecoach, waving from the window as the coach pulled away.

Marianna gave a nod and watched the violent vehicle shake and roll over the rough terrain.

A sudden gust of late-November wind chilled her.

“Oh, my goodness,” she mumbled, and pulled her scarf tighter around her throat.

“I beg your pardon?” A deep voice startled her.

She turned to see a man staring down at her. Covered in black from hat to boots, the only color he wore was a red bandana around his neck.

“I heard you speaking and thought you’d seen me approach. Were you talking to me?” he asked.

“No,” she replied and forced a cooler tone into her voice. “Just thinking aloud, I suppose.”

He nodded. “Nothing wrong with that.” He took off his wide-brimmed felt hat, revealing a mass of ebony hair. “I’m Jackson Steed, ma’am. Peter’s been staying with me on my ranch.”

Another chilling breeze washed over her. Marianna shivered and pulled her wool cape tight around her. “Thank you for looking after my nephew, Mr. Steed.”

“It’s been my pleasure.”

“How is Peter?”

“He’s doing well, considering what he’s been through. He wanted to come with me, but I thought it best for him to wait at the fort.”

Marianna nodded and shivered again.

He reached toward her and tugged her cape tighter around her. “You’re freezing. We’d best get you inside.” He slapped his hat on his head and looked at Marianna’s luggage. “I’ll have to make a couple of trips to take your things to the Toller’s.’”

“I’m sorry to be such a bother,” Marianna said.

“It’s no trouble at all, Miss Brownlee. You’ve had a long trip,” he said and easily hoisted her heavy trunk onto one shoulder while he picked up another of her bags. “It’s cold this time of year, and you had to be prepared.” He inclined his head toward the stand of buildings inside Fort DA Russell. “Go straight ahead, ma’am. I’m taking you to Lieutenant Bill Toller’s quarters. His wife Mary has a place for you and Peter to stay tonight.”

“It’s very kind of Mrs. Toller to take us in.” The thought of being inside a real home again was such a relief.

“She’s a fine woman, Miss Brownlee. God-fearing and kind.” He was silent for a few steps, then asked, “Was your trip to your satisfaction?”

“Certainly not.”

“Problems, ma’am?”

“I’m afraid a stagecoach rides nothing like the surreys we have in Chicago. But then, our streets are more maneuverable than this rutted terrain.”

“Yes, they are.”

She stopped and looked up at him. “You’ve been to Chicago?”

“Yes, ma’am. I was there when Mark met Judith.”

Marianna’s heart skipped a beat her at her sister’s name. “You were there? Were you at the wedding?”

“No, ma’am, I knew about the wedding, but I didn’t attend.”

“If you knew they were getting married, why didn’t you stop them?” she asked.

“Stop them?” He turned to look at her, shifting her trunk on his shoulder.

“Yes, you should have stopped them, someone should have stopped them.” If Judith hadn’t married Mark, she’d still be alive.”

“I don’t think anyone could have stopped them, Miss Brownlee. They were quite determined and both of legal age.”

She sighed. Losing Judith to Mark had been bad enough when he sought to drag her across this God-forsaken territory. Now that she’d lost her to death, Marianna could barely stand the pain of her loss. “Mr. Steed, I think I would prefer to not talk about Judith right now, if you don’t mind.” 

“I’m sorry, Miss Brownlee. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

She took a deep breath and let it out slowly to steady her nerves. “Let’s find my quarters for the night, please, Mr. Steed. I’m very tired.”

“Yes, ma’am. That way.” He inclined his head toward the fort.

The layout of the fort barely registered on Marianna. She noted some unpainted wooden houses, an open square, and other buildings along the roads into the fort. A flagstaff rose in the middle of the square.

“The Tollers live in the house over there,” Mr. Steed said, setting down Marianna’s bag and pointing.

The door to the Tollers’ tiny home flung open, and a little boy darted from the doorway to Mr. Steed. Surely the boy, whom she assumed was five-year-old Peter, would knock the man over, but Mr. Steed stood as firmly as an oak in a storm.

“Jack! Why did you leave me, Jack?”

“I went to meet the stage, Peter. You knew your aunt was arriving today.”

“But you shoulda take me with you.”

“You were sleeping, son. I didn’t want to wake you.”

“It was only a nap.” The boy pushed a hand through his blond curls. “You coulda waked me.”

Jack set Marianna’s belongings on the porch and scooped the boy into his arms.

“This is your aunt, Peter. Marianna Brownlee, your mother’s sister.”

Marianna smiled at the boy and moved closer. “Hello, sweetheart. Your mama wrote me many letters telling me about you.”

Peter pulled away and hid his face in Mr. Steed’s shoulder. “I want to go home, Jack.”

“We’ve come to the fort to meet Aunt Marianna,” he said, pulling the boy’s face from his shoulder and forcing Peter to look at him. “I told you she was coming to take care of you. You and I talked about that.”

Peter shook his head. “I don’t care.”

“Don’t worry, Peter, it will be all right. You’ll like Chicago,” Marianna said, reaching out to touch the boy’s cheek. “You’ll go to fine schools and have all sorts of children to play with. There’s so much to do in the city.”

He pulled away from her, and clung to Jack. “I got plenty to do and I live with Jack. I don’t need no children to play with or no fine schools. I got Jack. He plays with me and teaches me. I don’t need no one else.”

Jack held the boy away from him. “I’m not your family, Peter. Miss Brownlee is. She’s your ma’s sister. She’ll give you a wonderful home and be a good mother to you.” He set the boy down.

Peter stared at his feet, then looked up at Jack. “My ma’s gone. I don’t need a ma anymore. All I need is you.”

Jack hunched down next to him and took off his hat. “Son,” he said, fingering the wide brim, “we talked about this. A boy needs to be with his family. It’s God’s way. Your ma wants you well cared for and loved. She wants you with your aunt.”

The talk of Judith’s wishes for Peter was like a blow to her heart. She didn’t want to think of the way Judith died. She didn’t want to think of the horror she must have felt as she faced a rogue band of savages in her own home. Marianna shook off the thought and moved to the porch, steadied herself, and listened as Peter and Jack talked.

“I don’t want to leave you, Jack,” the little boy said.

Jack rubbed his hand over his face and focused on Peter. “I know, son, but you’ve got to be a man about this. Miss Brownlee has traveled a long way to come for you. You belong with her. Believe me,” Jack said encouragingly, “you’re going to love Chicago. It’s an elegant, wonderful city. I know. I’ve seen it.”

Tears trickled from Peter’s blue eyes. “Why I can’t stay here with you?” He wiped his nose on the sleeve of his blue-calico shirt. “If you tell me to, I’ll go if you say so. But I don’t want to.”

He embraced the child. “You’re a good boy, son. You’ll see. You’ll like living in the city.”

The boy pulled away and looked up. “If you say so, Jack.”

He touched Peter’s cheek and stood, glancing at Marianna. “Go inside now,” he said, looking at Peter. “See if you can help Miss Mary.”

“Okay, Jack.” He shuffled up the steps and turned to look at him. “I always do what you say, but I don’t want to leave you.” He quickly turned and went inside.

The second the door closed, Marianna collapsed on the porch and allowed a few determined tears to trickle down her cheeks. She pulled a hanky from the pocket of the coat she wore under her cape and wiped her face and nose.

Jack sat next to her, fingering the hat in his hands. “I’m sorry about Peter. He’s been through a lot, but he’ll be all right.”

Marianna looked up at him.

“Peter will be all right,” Jack repeated, “and so will you.”

“Of course he will,” she said, and looked away. Would either of them ever really be all right again?

“Miss Brownlee?” He paused until her gaze returned to him. “Ma’am, if you’re up to it, there’s a bit of business we need to discuss.”

“Business? What do you mean?”

“About your return trip to Chicago. I know the events of these last few weeks have been difficult, and I’m sorry I’m about to make matters even more chaotic.”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

He twisted the brim of the hat in his hands. “I’ve arranged for your immediate return, just as you requested in your letter. You’ll leave in the morning with a caravan of three other wagons heading east. You’ll board the train in Omaha and return to the city.”

Marianna nearly passed out at the thought of traveling again so soon. She swayed as blackness threatened to envelope her.

Jack reached out to steady her with a strong hand on her shoulder. “Are you all right, Miss Brownlee?”

She rubbed a gloved hand over her face. “I’m fine, Mr. Steed, but I’m afraid I won’t be able to leave tomorrow. I will not leave until I’ve paid my respects to Judith and Mark.”

He let go of her shoulder. “But, it’s all been arranged.”

“Surely one day won’t make any difference.”

A peculiar look filled his eyes. “One day?”

Was that empathy she saw in his eyes? Understanding? Compassion? Or something else?

“Yes, one day. Do you suppose you could talk the leader of the caravan into waiting a single day so I can visit my sister’s grave?”

He raised his hand, and, for a moment, she thought he was going to touch her face. “Ma’am, it would be cruel to refuse such a request,” he said softly. “I’ll arrange for your journey to be delayed a day or two.”

“Thank you, Mr. Steed,” she said, with a trace of a smile. “Might I ask for one more thing?”

“Yes, of course.”

She swallowed hard. He’d done so much for her already, but this was the one thing she truly needed.

“Could you take me to Judith?”

He issued her a gentle smile. “We’ll go first thing in the morning, if you’d like. They were the closest friends I’ve ever had, and it would be my sincere pleasure to help Judith’s sister in any way I can.”

She covered his hand with hers. “Thank you, Mr. Steed. You can take me any time you’re ready.”


 

Chapter 2

 

“Welcome to our home, Miss Brownlee.”

Marianna stepped inside the modest quarters of Lieutenant and Mrs. Bill Toller. “I hope I’m not imposing too much.”

“You’re not imposing at all. It’s an absolute delight to have your company.” Mary looked at Jack, who was standing on the porch behind Marianna. “Come in here.”

He entered with a smile.

Peter ran to him, but Mary caught the boy in her arms before he reached Jack. He struggled against her hold. “Jack, save me,” Peter said, giggling as he reached for Jack.

The big man took the small boy from Mary. “You cry now to be rescued from the arms of a pretty girl, but it won’t be long before that’s all you’ll want.”

Marianna could feel her face turn a crimson color.

Mary looked at Peter. “Say, young man, those gingerbread men we were working on should be ready now. I’d bet they’re just waiting for a little boy to eat them up.”

“That’s me!” He pushed out of Jack’s embrace and bolted to the tiny kitchen off the parlor.

“I guess he likes gingerbread. I’ll have to remember that.” Marianna sighed. “That and about a thousand other things.”

Mary put her arm around Marianna. “You’ll do fine, honey. Peter’s a great boy. He’ll help you along the way.”

The young woman’s words were comforting. Mary was at least four or five years shy of
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