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Texas. Two years ago Ruby Portwood had never even left her home state of Georgia - and now here she was, over a thousand miles away in an unfamiliar state, in a town she didn't' know, and about to meet a man she had only ever corresponded with by letter.

Her gut twisted as her eyes flickered across the dingy strain station. It was like something was trying to claw its way out of her insides, sharp claws slicing at her stomach. Swallowing, Ruby tried to the uneasiness rising inside of her. She had to find her husband-to-be; all she had was a grainy photograph of a tall man with dark hair and sharp cheekbones. Ruby dug around in her pockets, searching for that tiny piece of paper. Her pockets were empty. Her heart sank.

The train station, dark and grimy, quickly emptied as the other passengers disembarked. Soon enough she was one of only a handful of people still waiting, their bored faces blending into each other as Ruby scrutinised. They all looked the same, each face identical and forgettable. Her fiance, Derek, was nowhere to be found.

"Miss?"

The voice, soft and gentle, startled Ruby into jumping. She spun, skirts swishing about her ankles, and her eyes widened. "Yes?"

The woman in front of her looked oddly familiar, but Ruby had certainly never laid eyes on her before. She was attractive, if a little plain; but the clasped hands, the bowed head, all indicated something was wrong. Her suspicions were confirmed when the woman spoke, voice wobbling. "Are you miss Ruby Portwood; here for Derek Burson?"

"I am." Ruby shifted as a feeling of foreboding settled over her. Her bags, heavy in her slender arms, suddenly felt as if they had tripled in weight. When she set them down they landed with a thud; though Ruby didn't take her eyes off the woman.

She sighed, as if Ruby's confirmation was the worst news she had ever heard. Her lower lip wobbled, bright blue eyes dampening. This wasn't good. "Derek is dead. He died two days ago - a carriage accident. I understand you were his mail-order bride? He didn't tell me many details, even if I am his sister. I couldn't even contact you beforehand. I'm sorry." Her head bowed, a delicate hand reaching up with a lace handkerchief to swipe underneath tearful eyes.

There were no words. Ruby's mouth hung agape, but not a single sound left her lips. How? How had this happened and how had it taken until she was right there to find out? Tears sprung to the corner of her eyes, threatening to drip onto the pale blue of her dress - but her heart, which should have ached for him, felt nothing. Her body moved without her consent, freckled hand reaching out to squeeze the woman's shoulder. Whether to comfort her, or Ruby herself, she wasn't sure.

Their eyes locked; bright blue against dark brown, and the woman smiled shakily. "I'm sorry, but with Derek gone I don't know where you will stay. My house is too small or I would  have offered a spare room."

Oh. Oh. Without Derek and without any money for a trip home Ruby was... stranded. Stranded in Texas with nothing to her name save for two suitcases filled with clothes and books. Her lips parted, but again she couldn't find the words. 

"I can't stay. My husband is expecting me home and I have... arrangements to make. For Derek."

"Of course." The words sounded hollow to her own ears, the far away echo as if they weren't even from her own lips. Ruby watched the woman shamble off, her body stiff and slow. Then Ruby was alone in the nearly empty station, with two bags of items that seemed so useless now. Without a home or a plan, the clothes she had carefully chosen and packed were so trivial. A laugh rose in the back of her throat but it was dry, humourless.

She allowed herself a moment to grieve for the man she had never met. Tears rolled down her cheeks and splashed against her dress. Then she breathed in, wiped those tears from her cheeks and decided no, she wasn't going to let this ruin her. She just had to think of a plan. Step one, get out of this disgusting station. Step two; well, that was a work in progress.

The short journey across the train station seemed to take forever. Time stretched on and even though it took perhaps two minutes, by the time sunlight hit her face and the breeze ran through her hair, Ruby might as well have been stuck in there all day. The chill stung her cheeks, but as her head tilted up toward the sky she let a small, hesitant smile spread across her lips.

Perhaps there was a cafe somewhere, or a saloon - a place to collect her thoughts and figure out what to do. It was only six o'clock in the evening but already the sky was shifting, dimming - and while the breeze was pleasant now, Ruby didn't imagine she wanted to be outside when the temperature dropped.

So Ruby wandered down the street, dull eyes scanning each new building, each new door for somewhere she could slip inside. She passed a dressmaker's, a mens' barber and a dozen tiny houses before finding somewhere suitable. Suitable in the loosest sense - the crusty saloon sign hadn't been cleaned or fixed up in years, the painted letters so faded it was almost unreadable. The stench of cigars was so overwhelming that as Ruby walked past she almost gagged, eyes stinging. Okay, perhaps this place wasn't the place to go after all.

Even so she paused, resting her bags against the ground to stretch her arms. Never had she been a strong woman - slender and short, and certainly never one for exercise, carrying those suitcases made her wrists ache. 

It wasn't until she bent down to collect her things again that she noticed someone close by. Her eyes caught sight of a pair of mens' boots striding straight for her. Her gaze travelled up as she straightened and sure enough, a tall man in a soldier's uniform headed right for her. Not just any uniform either, but the dark blue of a Union soldier.

"May I help you?" Ruby questioned - but as he approached, her palms began to sweat. He towered above her tiny frame - which wasn't frightening in itself, but the slow smirk spreading across thin lips sent a shiver down her spine. Automatically and without thinking, Ruby stepped back.

"I heard there was a new girl working here," he said with a laugh, "and I haven't been disappointed."

"Sir, I think you have me mistaken for someone else. I-"

"Alan! Is this the new girl?"

Ruby whirled as a new voice appeared, only to meet a man's chest. She looked up - and up - until she saw the face of a young, clean shaven man.  He was a Union soldier too, though what rank Ruby didn't know. "I'm not-"

"This is her, yeah. I was just about to go inside - are you coming?"

"I don't know," the younger man replied - and he was so close, his body heat radiating between them. When Ruby stumbled back he advanced with a leering smirk. "I'd like to have some fun out here, first."

Fun. What did he mean by fun? 

"That isn't appropriate," the first man replied - but there was laughter in his voice, gentle teasing. "But inside, you can do whatever you want with her as long as I get my turn, too."

The younger man leaned over until his face hovered just above Ruby's. He smelled of thick cigar smoke and the bitterness of hard alcohol. Whiskey? 

When she tried to duck away from him he snatched her arm with such force pain shot through her elbow. He tugged her closer, pressing his body against hers and she realised even his uniform smelled of smoke. Her heart shuddered in her chest as she writhed in his vice-like grip, small body twisting helplessly. 

Keeping her in place barely fazed him. He held on with one arm like he was bored, like a school-teacher waiting for a disobedient child to calm down; if not for the slimy smile spreading across his face, stretching his lips.

Ruby twisted her arm, desperately trying to free herself from his grasp but it was no good. When the second man joined he pinned her to the wall, body flush with hers, and she knew it was pointless. She could never fight of two men, not while one had her back pressed to the wall and the other had her arms in his clutches. What did they plan to do to her? Did they want to take her inside, find a private room and have their way? Or were they going to do what they wanted right here on the street? They were soldiers, no one would dare try to stop them-

"What are you two men doing?"

The voice wrenched Ruby from her panic and she looked up with watery eyes. Instead of the leering faces of the Union soldiers she saw a different man - young but rugged. Reddish brown hair fell over dark hazel eyes not unlike her own, and his face was pinched in concern.

The soldiers growled - but the older man relented. Suddenly the hot, overbearing pressure was gone as he pushed himself away from the wall. Though his face creased in a scowl, he only waved to his younger friend and said, "let's go inside. She was hardly worth it, anyway."

Her arm dropped to the ground as the second soldier released her. His gaze travelled along her body for a brief moment - and that grin only grew as he paused at her bust. "But I was having such a good time," he complained. A broad hand reached out and Ruby froze, eyes widening-

"Don't touch her." The command was cold, forceful - not the kind to be ignored. Her gaze flickered up, heart skipping - but her mysterious saviour, despite his voice, smiled kindly.

"Fine. Ruin our evening, why don't you." The young soldier huffed, rolled his eyes - but left without another word.

It wasn't until the saloon door swung closed behind him did Ruby collapse. Her whole body shook as she slid to the ground, uncaring for how her skirts met damp ground. Her corset dug into her ribs as she threw her head forward but she didn't care. Tears pooled in her palms as she hid her face, eyes squeezed closed.

"Miss?" The man crouched by her side and something soft brushed against her palm. She took the handkerchief without thanks, but he didn't seem to mind. "Those men, I'm sorry they did that to you. These past few weeks they've become notorious for harassing women at this saloon."

She said nothing, but the wracking sobs eased as she dragged the handkerchief underneath her eyes. She knew her cheeks must have been bright red, her eye makeup smudged. With everything that had happened int he last hour, did that matter?

"My name is Noah Molnar; I own the ranch in this town. I don't want to sound presumptuous, but am I right in assuming you need help?"

Ruby sniffled, refusing to look up. Now everyone knew her business? She had just arrived here! "I'll be fine," she answered weakly, "I just need to sort myself out. I arrived here to meet someone, but they aren't here any more." She didn't have the heart to tell him everything - neither was it Noah's business. 

"Well," he began slowly, as if choosing his words carefully, "you can come with me, stay at the ranch until you find something else. I can't leave you here knowing what happened. If," he paused, ducking his head, "if you don't mind me asking, why don't you just go home?"

"I live in Georgia." Her voice was so soft, so frail and it just wasn't like her. Nor could she stop it. "I don't have the funds for the train journeys. This was supposed to be my new home after my parents died. This mail-order bride, as ridiculous as it sounds, was my last chance."

His eyes widened then, realisation and horror dawning on his face. "That's terrible. I simply can't leave you now. Please, come back to my ranch - even if just to eat and rest for one evening. I promise, I'm not up to anything unsavoury like those disgusting Union men."

She believed him. The sincerity in his voice and the soft, genuine smile on his lips left her feeling a warmth, a reassurance, that she hadn't felt in so long. "I suppose," she began, biting down on her lip, "one evening wouldn't be so terrible. Are you sure you don't mind?" It seemed too good to be true.

"Not at all."

"What about your wife?"

he chuckled, deep in his throat. "After one terribly disastrous attempt at courting, I've sworn off marriage and romance all together. I live alone." Noah stood out and extended a hand to help her up. He pulled her to her feet with ease, broad muscles straining under his shirt. "I'm offering because I mean it," he assured, "now, may I have the lovely lady's name?"

"Ruby," she told him with a smile, "my name is Ruby."

——————————
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Weak sun filtered through thin curtains and cast a soft glow across the small bedroom. Silence enveloped Ruby but it was gentle, peaceful as a bird chirped outside.

Her eyes cracked open and she sat up, the bed covers slipping from her body. When she glanced around, dark chocolate eyes landed on the chair in the corner of the room. She didn't have a chair in her bedroom. Oh. This wasn't her bedroom. It was too small, too cluttered with oversized furniture and ornaments lining the windowsill.

Suddenly everything came crashing back down; Texas, Derek, Noah. The Union Soldiers. Their hot bodies shoved against her, pushing her into the wall. Ruby shivered, sinking down into the covers.

Then from downstairs, a gentle voice called, "Miss Portwood?"

She flinched, though she was alone in the room. "Yes?"

"I made breakfast. Would you like to join me to eat?"

Did she? Ruby thought of his softly smiling face, the endearing crow's feet at the corner of his eyes and thought yes. A nice breakfast with a sweet man would do her good, even if what came after was unknown. She couldn't stay here forever, after all.

Ruby dressed quickly, eager to get downstairs and have a proper meal. Her stomach grouched as she all but skipped down the stairs, still sticking pins in her thick blonde hair. By the time her foot reached the bottom step, she looked somewhat acceptable. Surely better than the state of the night before, anyway.

Noah sat at the kitchen table with the morning newspaper in his hands. His gaze travelled across her as she entered - but there was something about the way his eyes lingered on her face that she liked. "Good morning, miss Portwood."

"Ruby, please," she replied without thinking. It felt odd, settling into the wooden chair in someone else's kitchen, but she kept those doubts to herself.

"Help yourself. I confess I wasn't expecting company, and I don't know what you like - so I hope this is all right."

A steaming bowl of porridge and berries sat in front of her; accompanied by a cup of hot tea and a variety of other breakfast dishes. It seemed like too much for two people, but she didn't complain. Instead she lifted the spoon and started eating - conscious to remember her manners despite the hunger clawing at her stomach.

Silence descended on them. They ate without a word passed between them. At first it was peaceful, enjoyable; but as the seconds stretched to minutes Ruby found herself shifting awkwardly in her seat.

Even so, it was Noah who broke the silence. "Ruby?"

She paused, setting down her spoon. The way he spoke, it led her to believe this was important. The words stuck in her throat as she replied, "yes, Noah?"

"I don't want to intrude," he began hesitantly, "but I want to understand just what happened - if you don't mind! I find it difficult to believe a woman as lovely as yourself could find herself in such a predicament."

A sigh passed between her lips unwillingly. "As I said yesterday - my parents were killed, and I couldn't afford to support myself. No one wanted to hire me-" she stopped herself short, eyes widening to saucers. Oh, what a slip up! "But that's besides the point. I came here to begin a new life, but the man I was supposed to marry also died just before I arrived. It seems I'm unlucky like that." A frown creased her brows and she fell silent.

Noah, who had been sipping from his cup of tea, set it down and leaned across the small table. For a moment she thought he might reach for her hand - but instead he simply rested them on the wooden table. "You have been through so much, and I can see that - but nobody decides to become a mail order bride unless the circumstances are dire. There's something missing."

Ruby wanted to snap, to tell him it's none of your business! and order him to leave her alone. Instead she just shrank into her chair with her head bowed so loose ringlets hid her face from view. "Things are complicated," she replied with a shrug, "my parents didn't die naturally. I live in a small town and rumours spread so quickly, that by the time their funeral was over there were a hundred variations of the story." Tears sprung to the corner of her eyes but she blinked them away with a scowl. "I couldn't stay there, not knowing what had happened - not knowing the things people said."

Noah didn't understand, that much was obvious. His brows rose and he opened his mouth, a hundred questions desperate to spill - but he closed his lips without a word. "I understand. I'm a stranger, I don't deserve your life's story; but please believe me when I say I want to help."

Perhaps he did. Perhaps he really was the sweetest man who would do anything to help a woman. The problem was, her issues ran deeper than dead parents and a disastrous trip to Texas. He couldn't help her, and neither could anyone else.

——————————
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Ruby didn't leave that day. Or the next. Or the next. Before she knew it a week had passed and the two had settled into a kind of routine. It felt so natural, spending the days with Noah - as if she had been doing it for years.

She even enjoyed grocery shopping with him, falling into step beside him as they browsed the morning market. Stalls stretched across the street as far as she could see and people wove between them, squeezing past each other as they went about their business. The chatter blurred into white noise in the crowded street but there was something comforting about it. It reminded her of back home, when Ruby often went to the market with her mother.

"Ruby; why don't you go to the fruit stall, and I'll get some eggs from over there," Noah gestured to a stall spilling over with fresh fruit; gorgeous pink strawberries, shining apples of every variety and perfectly round plums all called to them.

"Of course. I'll meet you over there," she replied with a smile. Noah held the little basket - already almost full with fresh produce - but Ruby gently took it from his hands before waving a temporary goodbye. 

"I won't be long," Noah assured. Sometimes she wondered if he didn't like leaving her alone - like she might take flight or get herself hurt. Even so, it was kind of sweet.

Ruby watched him go, smiling softly, before focusing on the task at hand. As she stepped up to the stall her dark eyes immediately sought out the strawberries. A rare treat back home, she rarely had the chance to eat them. Here, though, it was as if every market stall had an equally delicious selection.

"What can I get for you, dear?"

Ruby didn't hesitate to ask for strawberries. She took apples too, enticed by how rosy they looked. Soon enough the basket was full, weighing down her small arms as she added the fruit to the collection. 

As Ruby handed over they money, the older woman behind the stall beamed. "It must be nice, having a husband so willing to go shopping with you. Mine, he doesn't do anything if he can help it. Thinks its woman's work."

Her face darkened - and she whipped her head to the side, seeking out Noah. There he was at the egg stand, thankfully too far to have heard over the bustling market. "Oh, we aren't married. He's... a friend." She nearly said she was staying with him, but held her tongue at the last moment. Even if it was innocent, it didn't seem appropriate to tell this woman she was living with an unmarried man. Cheeks flushing darker, she hefted up the basket and said, "I should go. Thank you for the fruit!"

As she turned, one hand fussing her skirts as she stepped over a puddle, her shoulder collided with someone much taller. She stumbled and clutched the basket to her chest before it could fall. Wide eyes looked up - and met the telltale blue uniform of a Union soldier.

"Watch where you're going! You could get yourself hurt. Are you all right?"

He smiled pleasantly, face open and kind - but Ruby shook her head and sidled back as he reached out a concerned hand. "I'm fine, thank you."

"Are you sure? If you don't mind me saying miss, you look nervous-"

"I'm fine," she repeated snappishly. He had the face of a sweet young man but that uniform; nothing good ever came of that uniform. The men at the saloon, the people her parents only tried to help... she shuddered. Ruby didn't so much as give him a goodbye as she sidled past, legs wobbling as her pace quickened. She didn't look back, didn't apologise; she ambled straight for Noah.

Ruby had no idea how he knew she was approaching - but somehow he heard her over the crowd, or perhaps he was so in tune to her he just knew. He turned, easy smile slipping from his face as he caught sight of her. "Ruby. what happened?"

"Nothing," she replied, "but can we go back to the ranch?"

Even without knowing her reasons, Noah immediately agreed. He took the basket so gently, as if afraid she might break. Then, ever so carefully, he led her away from the crowd.

It wasn't until they turned the corner that they paused. The chatter of the market was dull, so far away despite still being so close; but the street was empty here, silent and private.

"What happened?" Noah questioned - and though his voice was soft, urgency seeped through."

Nothing he needed to know because if she told him, she would have to tell him everything and she couldn't do that. But the way he looked at her, so patient and concerned, broke her resolve in seconds. She sighed and shook her head, ignoring the strands of hair that fell. "I saw a Union soldier."

"One from the saloon?"

Oh, he was so naive to it all and she wanted - needed to keep him that way. She had kept this to herself ever since her parents died, hadn't told a soul and it was just too much. Noah was lovely and wonderful and so sweet. Surely he would be understanding?

He watched her, patiently waiting for her to continue.

"No. I've never seen that man before but..." she took a breath, preparing herself for the truth. "It doesn't matter who he is. The Union are the reason my parents died, Noah. They were Union spies and they put their lives on the line for those men, did everything they could to provide information. They were discovered and the Union did nothing. They let my parents die. If it wasn't for them my parents would never have become spies; they would still be alive."

The words spilled from her lips in a rush that seemed never ending - but what followed was thick, oppressive silence.

Noah's face slipped from that wonderful smile to something cold, something Ruby never wanted to see again. Lips pursed, bright eyes darkened, and he was more sombre than she had ever seen him. "Your parents were Union spies?"

"Yes," she admitted quietly, head dropping.

"Did you know I was in the Confederate Army? I was discharged last year."

Oh. Oh no. Ruby's heart skipped and a hand flew to her mouth. She had confessed everything to him, thought he would understand and yes, she imagined he might be angry but the look she gave him then was one of utter disgust.

His lips curled, eyes narrowed as if trying to collect himself. His voice was cold as he told her, "You can stay one more night. Tomorrow, I don't care where you go."

——————————
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The afternoon shifted into evening and then into night, finally to morning - and Ruby spent the day in Noah's spare bedroom that had started to feel like her own. Lying sprawled across the bed she had tried to read, only to find herself staring at the same page for almost twenty minutes. Eventually she tossed the book aside and rolled over to glare at the firmly closed door.

Had she slept at all? Perhaps she had drifted off around three o'clock for an hour or two, but now it was after six o'clock and she was exhausted. Still, she presumed she had better pack and leave before Noah woke for the morning.

Dragging herself upright took every ounce of energy. Her legs felt like lead, her head fuzzy as she stood to dress. As she pinned up her thick blonde curls she looked around the little room, letting her gaze travel from the assorted ornaments on the windowsill to the lonely chair by the corner. She was going to miss this room - miss this house and this ranch and, most importantly, Noah.

It took barely five minutes to pack both suitcase, throwing her few belongings in without thought. They clicked closed with ease, and then she was ready to go. 

Ruby hefted up her bags - though they seemed heavier than when she arrived, she knew they wee exactly the same. The door creaked as it opened, but she didn't spare herself time to worry. Noah knew she was leaving, after all. The stairs were worse, creaking and groaning with every step she took - and at the bottom step it groaned so loudly, like some monster in the darkness waiting to swallow her up.

If there was a monster and it decided to eat her, it might be doing her a favour.

Ruby simply blinked away the beginning of warm tears, ignoring the pang in her chest as she approached the front door. Until her eyes caught something white against the dark wood of the hall table. A note? Setting her bags down, Ruby picked it up. 

The handwriting was messy, difficult to read as if it had been scrawled in a rush. Words were crossed out, rewritten and scored out again - but at the bottom it said simply don't leave.

Ruby let out a soft gasp against her will. A tear dripped onto the crumpled paper but she made no attempt to wipe it away. This was a note left by Noah, for her, and he didn't want her to go. Then why-

The stairs creaked, eerie in the darkness and Ruby flinched. She knew it was Noah, knew it could be no one else but that didn't help. She wasn't sure she wanted to see him.

At least, not until a soft voice said, "Ruby?" and a broad hand curled around her shoulder.

Ruby didn't move except to suck in a
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