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      Ever since Sue watched her best friend, Henri, go off on the train to Deepwater, she’d been praying her future would come together quickly. She kept thinking about her date, December 8, when she would turn eighteen and made to leave the orphanage she’d grown up in.

      Her three friends, Annabelle, Delfinia, and Henrietta had already had their days. They’d moved to Deepwater, Texas from their home of Cedarville, Nevada to get jobs and ended up running into suitors right off the bat.

      Sue didn’t have to pray for long. Two weeks after Henri left to find success in Deepwater, Sue received a letter. It seemed the mayor’s son was looking for a wife and had chosen Cedarville because he was impressed by her three friends. The writer had wanted to know if Sue was interested in writing to him. Of course, Sue agreed and the two had been corresponding ever since.

      Sue would never have imagined she might be the wife of a politician. Fred Louis was well on his way to becoming a popular mayor just like his father, should he choose to take over the duty one day.

      During the three months that followed Henri’s departure, Sue discovered through his letters that Fred was an energetic, easy-going, friendly young man. She had no idea why he wasn’t already betrothed to someone. She was a bit taken aback but enjoyed how open he was about himself. He could laugh at himself, it seemed but freely admitted to his flaws—like being chronically late, which was a thorn in the side of the rest of his family.

      She herself was spontaneous and always ready for an adventure. As the youngest of the four girls who’d grown up as sisters at the orphanage, she’d watched the others grow, feel, make mistakes and succeed in their talents. So far, the three of them were exceedingly happy.

      Sue didn’t see why she wouldn’t also find that kind of happiness. She was ready for it. She was ready to make happiness from every drop of rain or cloud in the sky.

      The only thing she thought was strange about the correspondence was that Fred asked her to keep their courtship a secret until she came to Deepwater. She was not to tell her friends she was coming. It was to be a grand surprise. And although Sue thought it was strange and desperately wanted to tell her friends about him, she agreed and didn’t say a word.

      Being anxious to go to Deepwater had prompted Sue to ask Mrs. Saunders—their honorary mother at the orphanage—for permission to leave on December 1st, seven days before her birthday. She didn’t want the woman to go through birthday preparations when she would rather celebrate with her best friends. When Mrs. Saunders agreed, knowing her last bonus daughter would be going to a safe place, Sue immediately wrote to her friends to tell them she would be there on the first.

      November 30t came and Sue packed her clothes in silence. Mrs. Saunders was down in the big room, getting everything ready for the going away meal she’d prepared for Sue. The rest of the children in the orphanage were all down there, enjoying play time, a period while Mrs. Saunders put the oldest children in charge and they all played games together. It could get rowdy sometimes.

      Sue listened to the noise coming from downstairs and refocused her hearing to what was around her right then and there, in the room she used to share with Henri. There was another girl in Henri’s bed now, Penny Pendergast. She was fourteen and a nice girl. But she wasn’t Henri.

      Sue spent the year saying see you later to her three best friends.

      Soon, she would see them all again. No more letters. No more see you laters that lasted for months. She would see them every day. And she was excited about it.

      Her heart did a little flip in her chest. She would be taking the stagecoach. She would get there early in the morning. She wondered if Fred or one of her three friends would meet her at the station. She wanted to see Henri the most, but it would be fun if Fred were there. Maybe they would all come. How much did her friends know?

      Sue tingled with anticipation. She folded a skirt and placed it in the trunk, the last of her clothing. She pressed it down and reached forward to close the lid.

      Once it was latched, Sue turned around and sat on the edge of the bed, looking straight across to the window, which was sealed tight for the winter. She could see the frosty land outside and knew it was a chilly day. Nevada never really got that cold and Texas was just as warm, so she wouldn’t have to do much adjusting to the climate difference.

      She would miss this room. Her mind filled with memories of herself and her three friends over the years.

      A knock at the door got her attention.

      “Are you okay, honey?” Mrs. Saunders put her head through the opening she made when she pushed on the door.

      “Yes,” Sue answered, pushing up from the bed and turning around. She took the handle of her luggage and pulled on it so it would clunk to the ground at her feet.

      “You’re feeling a little down?” Mrs. Saunders came over to her and put one arm around her shoulders. She pressed Sue’s face gently on her shoulder and patted her cheek softly. “I know how you feel, dear. I’ve been watching you children leave me for twenty-some years. But you’re going to have a good life in Deepwater and you’ll be reunited with your dear friends. Everything is going to be all right. I just know it.”

      “Me too, Mrs. Saunders.”

      Sue left her head on the woman’s shoulder, feeling comfortable and warm in the woman’s embrace.

      “Thank you for always being there for us, Marmie,” Sue murmured, closing her eyes, thinking about growing up in the orphanage with her friends. “You made it like a family. You made us want to have our own families and be good to them, like you were to us. Thank you for being so wonderful to us, Marmie. You’re a treasure. I love you.”

      “I love you, too, dear Sue. I really do.”
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      Sue had never been on a stagecoach overnight before. She wanted to stay awake to see the sights but it was so dark, she couldn’t see anything really. It made her tired and she pushed her bag against the inside wall of the stagecoach and rested her head against it. It was softer than she’d thought it would be.

      Sue didn’t mind falling asleep really. She didn’t have to worry about her safety. The other two people in the coach wouldn’t hurt her. Lisa Marie Dinklage was twenty-one and on her way to Bridgeton, which was closer than Deepwater so she would be getting off first. The other passenger was Bruce Wayne Harvey, a Texas Ranger going back home after apprehending an outlaw.

      It amused her when she was jostled awake just enough to see Mr. Harvey was asleep, as well. Some protection he would make, she thought with a giggle.

      The route to Deepwater was generally safe. There were outposts along the way that had been in place for nearly two decades. They’d been put there during the Hard, Long Winter that had brought Cedarville and Deepwater together. There was a route between the two towns, the very one she was on now, that had miraculously remained open while all other routes were blocked, closed, flooded, snowed in, or otherwise made impassable. People began to starve. All manner of animals were being slaughtered for food. But when the route was discovered to be open the two thriving towns began to ship goods back and forth between them, distributing them along the way to the smaller, more desperate communities.

      A lot of heroes were made that winter. A lot of people who would have otherwise perished would survive and prosper in the years to come. The two towns had formed a sisterhood. Despite the distance between them, there were regular messengers traveling the route back and forth, carrying news from one place to the other, along with general feelings of good will.

      Sue awakened during the early hours of the morning and found herself wide awake. Her excitement about seeing her friends again had filled her dreams with memories of them so when she awakened, it felt like she had just left them.

      She looked out at the sky, a deep purple with dark orange streaks through it like a painting right in front of her eyes. It was the beginning of the new day. The sun was about to rise but had not yet peeked over the mountains on the horizon.

      Sue’s heart raced. She would be there soon. She expected they would pull into Deepwater stagecoach station at about seven.

      Chewing on her bottom lip gently, she wondered what it would be like. None of the girls had written back but that didn’t really come as a surprise. They probably assumed their letters wouldn’t arrive before she left on her journey there.

      What did the future hold for her? Anything could happen.

      Anything.

      “Good morning.” The sound of the man’s deep voice gently piercing the silence made Sue’s heart skip a beat and resume its hard beating. She slid her eyes to him, hoping he didn’t know how much he’d startled her.

      “Good morning,” she whispered back. The other woman was still asleep.

      “We will be getting to Bridgeton soon, I think. Should I wake her?”

      Sue was amused by the gentleness of the Texas Ranger. He had a hard job. He had to be ruthless sometimes, she thought, and probably got into fistfights and maybe even gunfights. And here he was asking a seventeen-year-old girl if he should wake the other woman in the coach.

      “I… I don’t know. Won’t the driver do that?”

      Mr. Harvey moved his eyes to the sleeping woman at Sue’s side. “Not until we’re actually stopped and he’s ready to get her out of the coach. Maybe… maybe you should wake her. She might… I don’t want her frightened or anything, you understand.”

      Sue caught on to why the man appeared so timid. He did have an overwhelming and intimidating appearance. If Sue broke the law, she would be afraid of this man. But apparently he was humble around women he didn’t suspect of breaking any laws. At least, that’s what she surmised from the way he treated her. Sue could see the kindness in his eyes. She liked him and gave him a smile.

      “I think you might be right, Mr. Harvey. I’ll do it.”

      She almost giggled aloud at the look of relief on his face.

      Sue turned to the woman beside her and gently nudged her arm. The bag under Miss Dinklage’s arm slipped out of her hold and slapped to the floor, the latch opening and spilling out some of the contents.

      Sue felt terrible and began to put everything back in the overturned bag.

      “Oh, please don’t worry about that,” the woman said in a friendly way. “I’ll get it. I’m sure I was moving too quickly. I do that sometimes.”

      “No, no, I helped knock everything out. It’s the least I could do.” They both gathered her things and placed them back in the back.

      “Your stop is coming up soon,” Sue said, glancing over her shoulder out the window. “Mr. Harvey noticed first and asked me to tell you so you wouldn’t be surprised awake by the driver.”

      “Well, I appreciate that.” Miss Dinklage looked from one to the other, smiling.

      “It’s not a problem. Glad we could help.”

      Almost two hours after dropping Miss Dinklage off at her destination, they were riding through the streets of Deepwater. The sun had come up. During that time, Sue had talked with the Texas Ranger and he’d filled her in on all things great and wonderful about Texas. In response, she’d tried to come up with some things about Nevada she knew that were fairly interesting. They’d made friends and were chatting comfortably when they pulled up into the stagecoach station.

      By the time they neared Deepwater, Sue felt like she had added a friend to her list. She hoped Fred would be her friend, too, and that she wouldn’t have to marry him out of obligation but because she’d developed feelings for him. Yes, the marriage was set up based on convenience for both of them but she hoped they would be friends and then maybe fall in love. She didn’t want a loveless marriage. From his letters, that didn’t seem to be something she needed to concern herself with. Fred was very amiable. She had a mind they’d make an excellent couple.

      The thought of getting married to the mayor’s son when they had yet to meet made tingles cover Sue’s arms and the back of her neck.

      “You look nervous,” Mr. Harvey said, holding open the door for her. “You have your friends here in town, don’t you?”

      Sue looked around but there was no one on the platform inside the huge alcove the driver had pulled into.

      “They aren’t here.”

      “They might be in the office waiting for you. It’s not the warmest of days so far.”

      Sue nodded in agreement, also shivering slightly when he mentioned the cold. “That’s true. What about you? You aren’t meeting anyone?”

      “No, just friends in Deepwater, unfortunately. No family left to speak of anyway. Got a daughter but she doesn’t live here, she lives in northern Texas. You’ll be all right if I go on about my way?”

      Sue laughed. She understood his urge to be protective of her. She’d already started to think of him like the papa she never had. Maybe she could stand in as his daughter sometime when he needed a friend around.

      “I’ll be all right,” she said. “Hope I see you around.”

      “Ah, you will.” He tipped his hat and gave her a cocky grin before turning and heading away from her.
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      Fred Louis ran one hand through his brown curls, watching with satisfaction when they bounced back to where they’d been just moments before. He examined his face. For twenty-two, almost twenty-three years old, he still looked so boyish. It didn’t bother him too much but it seemed to be a sore point for his father, who was always telling him to grow a mustache or put on some weight.

      “I’m not skin and bones, Pa,” he told his father sternly but in a good-natured way. “I’m strong and there’s plenty of muscle on these bones. Don’t be worried about me.”

      His dismissal didn’t stop the ribbing he took from his brothers, Ryan and Andrew, or from his father either. He let it slide. He didn’t really mind their teasing.

      Fred was generally easy-going. He rarely got in fights, even though he was the mayor’s son and some of the other boys his age thought it was fun to prank him while they were in school. It was never anything too serious, mostly frogs in unexpected places like his jacket pockets or his lunch pail.

      Since becoming an adult, Fred—called Fred as a youngster, a moniker which occasionally surfaced—had discovered that his good nature had prompted everyone who’d teased him in school to become his friend and to approve of him and his mayor father, along with their parents.

      Dylan Louis was Deepwater’s third mayor. He had taken over the duties only three years ago and in that short time, the town only became more prosperous.

      Fred stepped out of his cottage, which was on the property owned by his father but wasn’t attached to the main house. There was a great meadow between his little home and the big house where the rest of his family stayed. His brothers had each taken a wing and his parents lived in the main area. The estate was big, with many outbuildings like barns, storage sheds, a stable and buildings for the estate hands to rest, eat, or congregate.

      “Good morning, Mr. Fred,” the groom who took care of all the horses greeted him. He was leading Thunder, Fred’s big black and white mustang, to him from the stables, saddled and ready.

      “Good morning, Barnaby. Thank you for getting Thunder ready early for me today.”

      “It’s not a problem, sir,” the groom said, handing over the reins and stepping back so Fred could pull himself up into the saddle. “Got a breakfast meeting, I gather?”

      “I’m supposed to be having breakfast with Ryan,” Fred said, “and I thought I would go in town beforehand to get a few things done.”

      Once he was up in the saddle, Barnaby approached, taking hold of the harness in the horse’s mouth and patting the animal on the neck. He smiled up at Fred. “I hear another lady from Deepwater is coming, the last transfer this year. Sue Cayden. That’s somethin’ to look forward to.”

      Fred nodded, what little knowledge he had of Sue slipping through his mind. “Yes, it certainly is exciting news for us. Annabelle and Delfinia and Henri have all contributed to the greatness of our town, haven’t they?”

      Barnaby’s smile was wide. “They sure have, yes, sir. Well, you have a good day now, sir. Keep yourself safe.”

      “I always do, Barnaby. See you later.”

      “I’ll be here.”

      Fred urged the horse toward the pathway toward the road, adjusting his hat and settling in the saddle so he was comfortable. He peered out at the rising sun, feeling the crisp December air on his cheeks. It was the first day of the last month of 1879. Next month, it would be a whole new decade.

      Fred wondered if things would be better for him in 1880. He thought this year would bring needed changes but it hadn’t. The fourteenth of the month would signify an entire year since he was so brutally dismissed by the woman he thought he was going to marry—LilyAnn Conners. He’d loved LilyAnn since she moved to Deepwater at the age of nine and went to school with them every year until they graduated at fourteen. Fred had been a sucker for her charms and would do anything for her. For the longest time he’d thought her affection for him was real.

      But it wasn’t. She’d been fooling him the whole time and decided to wait until he publicly asked her to marry him to tell him she was leaving Deepwater for good and never returning.

      He hadn’t had the heart to set his sights on any other woman since then. And that had suited him just fine. He didn’t have a problem being on his own. He thought he was pretty good company.

      He rode into town and stopped at the lumber mill to get some supplies for the ranch his father had asked him to pick up. He was greeted with smiles and handshakes when he walked in.

      “Fred Louis, how’s you and your family this fine day?” asked one of the lumberjacks who looked like he’d just walked in out of the woods and was waiting for a paycheck.

      “Not too bad, speakin’ for myself, Troy,” he responded. “Just gotta have some wood delivered to pa’s house later today if ya’ll have it.”

      “Yer speakin’ to the wrong person about that,” Troy said with a laugh. “I just cut ‘em down. What happens after that is up to ol’ Bruce over there.”

      Fred already knew what Troy was saying was true. It had been his intention when he came in the building to speak to Bruce.

      “Yeah, Bruce, you got a minute?”

      Bruce, who had been sitting behind the white-top desk watching the interaction between the two men, smiled wide at him. “Yeah, I’m not busy.”

      He held both hands out to indicate he wasn’t doing anything at all. With a chuckle, he reached down and pulled open a drawer. He took out a file folder and laid it on the desk. “What can we get for ya?”

      Fifteen minutes later, Fred left the building behind, having satisfied that obligation to his father. All he had to do now was stop for a few things from the general store and back home he went, except this time to his brother Ryan’s part of the mansion so they could have breakfast together.

      He was greeted once more by Barnaby when he got back, but this time on the other side of the property where his brother kept his horses in a barn thirty yards away. He stopped at the well, where a bucket of water had been left on the round stone wall protruding three feet up from the ground. He dipped his hands in it and washed them off, using a handkerchief from his back pocket to dry them as he walked into the house.

      It was quiet. He hadn’t expected much noise in the first place, seeing as how Ryan was currently a bachelor but was courting a lovely lady named Felicia who had fit into the family of humorous people easily.

      “Oh, Ryyyaaannn,” he sang out, lifting his chin so his voice would echo through the open rooms. “Where are you, brother?”

      He headed for the dining room, which by all rights should be where breakfast would be
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