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“You stupid little cow!” Mrs. Drummond screeched. “You’ve ruined everything. What were you thinking?” 

“But Mama,” Belinda sniveled. “It’s what he said he wanted.” 

“What he wanted!” the plump dark-haired woman threw her hands in the air storming around her daughter’s bedroom. “We had it all. A good match, a wealthy fiancé, a wedding in three months, and you go and throw it all away, for what?” 

“He said he’d jilt me if I didn’t agree,” Belinda sat on the edge of her bed, wringing the kerchief in her hand as tears poured down her face. “We were getting married soon anyway. What harm could it do?” 

“What harm?” Mrs. Drummond stormed to her daughter, pointing a finger in her face as she bent, eyes blazing. “You’re foolishness has cost us everything. We would have been set for life.” 

“Mama, it isn’t as if we go without. Father provides quite well with the bookstore.” 

“That isn’t the point. What am I to do with you now? No one in this town will want you. Everyone will turn against us.” The plump woman stood straight, crossing her arms and glaring at her daughter. “You have to go.” 

“Go!” Belinda sprang to her feet. “Where? Why? I can stay here with you and Father.” 

“You’ll go. No one will have you, and I don’t want a stupid girl like you under my roof. After all I’ve done to make you the best match in town. I’ll have to think of something.” 

“Maybe Thorton will take me back,” Belinda sobbed. “We can try.”

“He’s made it perfectly clear what he thinks of a woman with no moral compass. He’s best rid of you.” 

“I won’t go,” Belinda’s statement was a whisper, but it cracked in the room like a rifle shot. “I don’t need to marry. I can stay with you and Father. I’ll work in the store.” 

Belinda never saw her mother’s hand coming as a hard palm slapped her face, turning her head. 

“You’ll go,” the plump woman hissed; her dark eyes hard. “All of our dreams were riding on this match and now it’s gone. If you’re already in trouble, it will have to be fast.” 

Belinda slowly raised her hand to her burning cheek, her breath catching in her chest. 

“Byron,” her mother squinted her eyes at her only child. “I’ll send you to Byron. He’ll find some stupid cowboy to marry you. My brother was never much use for anything. Maybe he can save us from this scandal.” Mrs. Drummond paced to the door, her hand dropping to the porcelain knob. “Get packed. If I send you today, we might be able to convince the town that your heartbreak was too great, and you fled.” 

Belinda blinked at the door as it opened and closed, her mother stepping into the hall calling her husband. There was no use in arguing. It was obvious that her mother would not change her mind. She never had before when she’d determined a thing to do. When Mrs. Drummond had determined her daughter would marry the son of the Mayor of their small, Maryland town, she had worked until the engagement was finalized. 

Now, all of that work stood in ruin, and Belinda was to be banished from the only home she had ever known. She didn’t even know her Uncle Byron. The man had been a wanderer his whole life and lived somewhere far away in Wyoming or another uncivilized state. 

Belinda wanted nothing more than to collapse onto her bed and cry her heart out. She had always done what she was told. She always obeyed her mother no matter what. How would she manage on her own? What would she do when she reached her uncle? She was useless. She always ruined everything and once again, her life was a shambles. 

The sound of a door slamming downstairs in the bookstore made Belinda jump, and she raced to her closet to gather a bag and begin packing. If her mother arrived and discovered she hadn’t begun, things would be worse. 

A heavy sob wracked Belinda’s slender form and she stood stock-still for a moment staring out the window at the town below. What if she refused? She could plead with her father to let her stay. A shiver ran down her spine as she contemplated the idea. 

The soft knock on her door filled the young woman’s heart with hope. Had her father come to tell her she didn’t have to go? 

“Belinda,” Mr. Drummond called through the door. “Can I come in?” 

Belinda dropped the carpetbag on the bed and hurried to the door, yanking it open as her heart filled with hope. “Father?” she breathed. 

“Hello, baby.” The old man looked at her with tired eyes. He had married later in life and had always given his wife a free hand. “I’ve come to help you pack.” 

Belinda sniffled and the old man pulled her to his chest. “There’s no fighting this,” he said. “Your mother is at the train station getting your ticket now. As much as I don’t want to send you away, you may be happier with Byron.” His dark eyes fluttered, and he looked away. “Especially, if you’re in trouble.” 

“I’m sorry,” Belinda said, taking comfort from her father’s embrace. He had always been quiet, easy-going, and bookish, while her mother had been ambitious and greedy. 

“You get packed.” Mr. Drummond pulled away. “I’ll fetch a trunk from the attic. The sooner you go, the sooner the pain will ease.” 

Belinda nodded, brushing the tears from her cheeks. “I didn’t mean to make a mess.” Her words were so soft she didn’t think her father heard her as he reached for the door. 

“Maybe,” his voice was soft. “Maybe, it’s good for you to get out of this place. You can start a new life of your own.” He pulled the door open and stepped into the hall.

“I don’t know how.” Belinda’s words drifted to the rafters unheard as her heart shattered. 
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Byron stood by the corral, watching the old mule muscle her way to the feed trough. The big-boned animal pushed a smaller horse out of the way and gobbled greedily at the grain. 

“Looks like a good lot you got there,” George Olson sidled up to his friend, leaning on the fence and raising a booted foot to rest on the bottom rail. 

“Amos Brody brought this lot in.” Byron glanced at his friend. “I’m sellin’ some on commission and keepin’ a couple for saddle horse rentals.” The old hostler smoothed his expanse of white beard. “All but that mule. I’m not sure what to do with it. I’m not even sure where Amos got the brute.” 

“Mean?” George’s word dropped between them. 

“Not as I can tell,” Byron replied. “Just greedy, hungry, underfed, or all of the above.” 

George chuckled. “There are enough farms around here that might want a mule like that. How old is she?” 

“About six, far as I can tell,” Byron turned to look at his friend. “The farms around about here don’t need no mule. They got draft or cart horses enough to pull a plow.” He turned back studying the mule who laid back her long brown ears when a horse got too close to the feed. “Maybe someone would want it as a pack animal.” 

George Olson pushed his battered hat back on his head and scratched his scalp, his shock of white hair sticking out from under the hat brim. “What about Ty? His horse Chip could use a run for his money.” 

Both old men chuckled; thinking of the ornery paint gelding Tywyn Nelson rode. The beast was fierce, conniving, and dangerous to anyone within three feet of it other than Ty’s wife and son and new baby girl. 

“I don’t think that mule is mean,” Byron mused, “Just hasn’t been treated right. In time it might turn into a fine work animal.” Byron shook his head. “I’m sure that someone will come along who wants it.” 

The train whistle blew as the steam engine prepared to pull out of the depot on the backside of town and both men turned to look, watching a puff of smoke break the skyline. “I’m surprised you aren’t over there collecting guests for the boarding house,” Byron mused, scratching under his whiskery chin. “The weather is gettin’ fine and we’re seeing more travelers now.” 

“Ellery is collecting guests.” George grinned. “Means I’ve got more time to play checkers.” 

Byron laughed, slapping George on a shoulder. “I’ll set up the board,” he grinned, turning toward the livery stable. 

“Excuse me,” a woman’s stilted voice called, stopping the old hostler in his track. “Are one of you Byron Botes?” 

“I’m Bryon.” The old hostler looked at George questioningly. “Can I help you?” 

The young woman smoothed dark blonde hair behind her ear and looked down at her shoes. “I’m Belinda. Belinda Drummond. Your niece.” 

Byron squinted blue eyes at the girl standing before him, eyes downcast. “Niece?” He scratched his bearded chin tipping his head to study the girl. She was of average height but a tad skinny to his thinking. “Niece?” The words tumbled out again. “Don’t know no niece.” 

“I’m Bessie Drummond’s daughter.” The girl’s reply was so low the light breeze all but whisked it away. 

“Bessie. You mean Gertrude Bess Botes!” Byron’s eyes went wide. “I ain’t heard from her since she married some fella in Maryland.” 

The girl’s eyes fluttered rapidly in confusion and she shook her head. “My mother’s name is Bessie.” 

Byron let out a cackle of laughter, slapping his knee. “She always did hate her name,” he barked. “What are you doing in Biders Clump? You run away from home or something. Wouldn’t blame ya if ya did,” the old man mumbled.

“Mother wrote you a letter,” the girl gulped, digging into her reticule for the note. Her expensive travel dress was speckled with dust, ash, and the general mess of long days of train travel. Her pinched face was pale and her cheeks hollow.” 

“Let me see,” the old hostler reached out a hand. “Can’t imagine what Gert would send you to see me for.” Byron’s blue eyes examined the girl again with a suspicious gleam. 

“Byron, don’t you think we should take this young lady over to the boarding house?” George offered a grin to the travel-weary woman. “She looks plumb wore out.” 

“Hm?” Byron didn’t seem to hear as he read through the single page of paper he had pulled from an envelope. 

“Boarding house. Food. Rest. You know all the things Polly and I offer them what gets off the train.” 

Byron looked up, still holding the page at arm’s length. His blue gaze flickered between Miss Drummond and George then came to rest on the girl. “Food.” He folded the letter shoving it back into the envelope with a scowl. “Yes, yes.” 

“I’m sorry to be any trouble,” Miss Drummond looked up. “We can go to your house, and I can cook you lunch or something.” 

“House?” Byron’s eyebrows rose, fluttering like bushy butterflies. “I ain’t got a house.” 

“Don’t you worry, Miss Drummond,” George offered, walking to the young woman. “We have a fine place and plenty of room. Any family of Byron’s is welcome at our place.” Gently, he took Belinda’s elbow, turning her. “Byron, you’d better get your head out of the clouds and come along. This young lady can’t be standing out in the cold all day, and she sure as shootin’ can’t stay with you.” 

Byron shook his head, folding the letter in his hand and shoving it into his breast pocket. “Right you are, George.” He nodded this time and fell into step. “I’m sorry,” he smiled at the young woman. “I’m afraid you took me by surprise.” Awkwardly, the old hostler reached out, patting the girl on the arm, the way he might touch a spooky horse. “We’ll go to the boardinghouse and talk to Polly Esther. She’ll know what to do with you.” 

“Polly’s my wife.” George grinned. “I’m George, and you know who Byron is. Now don’t you fret, we’ll get some food in ya, and find a comfortable room while you’re visiting your uncle.” 

The whispered thank you, made George shoot a look at his oldest friend, but Byron seemed lost in thought, leaving George to wonder what could have happened that a niece Byron didn’t even know about had turned up on old Byron’s doorstep. 
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BELINDA STUMBLED ALONG between the two older men, still stinging from her mother’s anger and immediate disposal of her at the train station. 

Lifting her skirts, the young woman tripped along, not hearing what the men were saying. Uncle Byron was nothing like she had expected. From what her father had told her before she left, Byron was a businessman in a tiny town near the western Rocky Mountains and would take her in, but he didn’t even seem to know who she was. 

The clatter of boots and shoes on the boardwalk made Belinda look up and she paused, watching travelers hurry toward a tall house with a sign above the front
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