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Bound for the Unkown West
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“Why do I have to leave? Why didn’t my father name you as my guardians?” Rose Williams’s voice quivered as she looked up at her governess and the family’s longtime butler, Charlotte and Thomas Graham. Tears shimmered in her eyes, catching the pale morning light spilling through the train station’s high windows.

A departing whistle echoed through the cavernous space, a cruel reminder that her train would leave within the half-hour. Yet Rose couldn’t move, not until she asked the questions clawing at her heart one more time. 

Why hadn’t her father, planned for this? Why had he left nothing in place beyond the cold, distant formalities of a will? Why hadn’t he realized how utterly alone she would be once he was gone?

Now, orphaned at seventeen, Rose had no choice but to leave Boston and journey halfway across the country to live with her father’s brother, a man she barely remembered. Her stomach twisted. Uncle John was a reverend who had moved his family to Idaho Springs, Colorado, shortly before Rose’s mother passed away. She had been only five then. Twelve long years had slipped by without a single visit. And now he, his wife, and their sons were the only blood kin she had left.

Charlotte cupped Rose’s trembling hands in both of hers, offering a tender, aching smile.

“Your uncle is your closest living relative, my dear. As much as Thomas and I would love to keep you with us, family must come first.” Her voice softened. “You know we love you more than words can express. And I’m certain your aunt and uncle will care for you.”

“And what if they don’t?” Rose whispered, lowering her gaze. “I barely remember them. I’m to live with people who are nearly strangers, and Uncle John will decide everything. My dowry. My future. Even my husband.” Her breath caught. “I may not have any say at all.” 

Her composure shattered. Tears spilled fast and hot as she pressed her face against Thomas’s chest. He hesitated only a heartbeat, before wrapping his arms around her, propriety forgotten. Thomas had served the Williams family for twenty years, since before Rose was born. He had watched her toddle through the halls, listened to her laughter, soothed her fears after her mother’s death. Though she was the daughter of one of Boston’s wealthiest men and he merely a servant, Thomas had loved her as though she were his own.

Charlotte turned away, dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief. When Rose finally stepped back, Thomas brushed a tear from her cheek with a gentleness that broke her all over again.

“We love you dearly, Rose,” he murmured. “You’ve grown into a fine young woman with a tender heart. Life has dealt you more sorrow than most, but I’ve seen your courage. You’ll weather this storm, too.”

Charlotte nodded firmly. “You’ve endured heartache and disappointment, yet each time you’ve risen stronger. We believe in you, sweet girl. If anyone can find her footing in a new life, it’s you.”

Thomas’s smile turned wistful. “And don’t fear your aunt and uncle. I remember them well. Your father was always the quieter, more serious one. Your Uncle John was spirited—warm, good-humored. He may surprise you.”

Rose searched his face, her brows tightening with worry.

“But can I trust them? What if they’re like Father... so buried in duty they forget I exist? Can I trust what Uncle John wrote in his letter?”

Thomas’s expression gentled even further.

“Listen to your heart, sweet Rose. It will tell you more than you think.”

“But hearts can be deceived.”

“They can,” he admitted softly. “But more often, they warn us when something is wrong, or when someone’s intentions are not what they seem. Trust in the Lord, child. He will not forsake you.”

Rose nodded, though her throat ached with unshed tears. She embraced them both again, clinging to the only true family she had ever known. Charlotte kissed her cheek, lingering.

“Do you have everything packed?”

“I believe so.”

Thomas summoned two porters and instructed them to handle her trunks with care. He and Charlotte couldn’t stay to watch the train depart, not without breaking entirely, and they were due that afternoon at their new position.

After Thomas tipped the men, Rose gathered her courage. She squared her shoulders and took one last lingering look at the two people, who had been her home. Then, swallowing her tears, she followed the porters toward the platform.
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The train whistle cut through the cold morning air, a sharp, merciless farewell. She could do this. She had to. What other choice did she have? Rose took a trembling breath and turned toward a station window, just in time to see Charlotte crumple into Thomas’s arms, weeping. The sight pierced her like a blade.

They had been her family—her protectors, her confidants. And now she was losing them too, just as she had lost her father. She pressed a gloved hand to her lips, willing the tears to stay down. No. She mustn’t break here. Not in front of strangers.

Drawing her shoulders back, she stepped onto the crowded platform. The station pulsed with movement, the hiss of steam, the shouts of porters, the hum of weary travelers embracing or letting go. A child laughed nearby. A woman sobbed into her husband’s coat. Everyone seemed to be clinging to someone. Everyone except the one person Rose most longed to see.

Her gaze swept the platform with rising panic. Where was Andrew? He had promised he would come, promised he wouldn’t let her leave without saying goodbye. Her chest tightened as she glanced at the ticking station clock. Time was slipping away. Her eyes stung, but she held herself together. Too many curious faces surrounded her. She needed dignity, composure, anything to keep from unraveling.

Instead, she focused on gratitude. In the two short, chaotic weeks since her father’s death, Thomas and Charlotte had done everything they could to soften her upheaval, arranging her travel, packing her trunks, even coaxing her father’s solicitor to release enough funds to ensure her comfort. Without them, she would have been utterly lost.
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“Miss Williams,” one of the porters said politely, drawing her attention. “Which compartment will you be riding in?”

“First class,” she replied quietly, glancing toward the elegant car at the front of the train. Thomas had insisted on it, wanting her to have privacy and the smallest measure of comfort amidst her heartbreak. He had even secured a private section so she would not be forced to share the space with strangers.

The porters nodded and began loading her trunks. Rose clasped her hands tightly and scanned the bustling platform again, her pulse quickening. Still no sign of Andrew. The clock struck another merciless minute, five left until departure. The thought of leaving without saying goodbye made her breath hitch painfully.

A flicker of movement drew her eye. A young man, standing some ten feet away, was watching her. He was tall and broad shouldered, his chestnut hair tousled by the breeze, his posture relaxed but confident. When their gazes met, he didn’t look away. Something in his expression, curiosity sharpened with bold admiration, made her skin prickle.

Rose turned quickly, pretending not to notice, but she could feel his gaze lingering like a touch. Handsome or not, his audacity unsettled her.

Where are you, Andrew? she thought, her eyes darted once more toward the station entrance. Nothing. Only strangers. Only the steady rush of travelers boarding and disembarking. Her heart sank. She swallowed hard against the tightness in her throat and blinked away fresh tears.

Gathering her courage, she stepped toward the train, her gloved fingers tightening around the handle of her small traveling case. She placed her foot on the first step—

“Rose!”

She froze. Her name, shouted above the crowd, made her whirl around. Relief flooded her so swiftly it nearly stole her breath.

Andrew was running toward her, weaving between porters and passengers. His dark hair was wind-tossed, his coat unbuttoned, his expression frantic, and she had never been so happy to see anyone in her life.

Without thinking, she rushed to meet him. Propriety vanished. When he reached her, she threw her arms around his neck, and he caught her up, lifting her clear off the ground in a fierce, unrestrained embrace.

For a heartbeat, the noise of the station faded into nothing. There was only Andrew, his warmth, his strength, the familiar comfort of him. He set her down gently but kept his hands on her shoulders.

“I’m so sorry I’m late,” he said breathlessly. “My employer refused to let me go. I told him I’d work late this evening to make up for it. In the end, I just... left. I may not have a position when I return, but I couldn’t break my promise to you.”

Rose’s eyes widened. “Andrew, you didn’t. What will you do if you lose your job?”

He gave a faint, rueful smile. “I’ll manage somehow. I’ll find something else. I only wish I could go with you.”

Before she could respond, the shriek of the whistle split the air, signaling the train’s imminent departure. They both turned toward it. Andrew took her hand, guiding her back to the steps.

“Come on,” he said softly. “You’ll miss it.” He helped her onto the first step, then climbed halfway after her. Before she could speak, he pulled her close and kissed her. The world dropped away.

It was a brief, desperate kiss, his lips warm and trembling against hers, but when he pulled back, the raw tenderness in his eyes made her breath falter.

“I love you, Rose,” he whispered, voice breaking. “I want to marry you someday. I know I can’t give you the life you deserve, and your father would never have approved of me... but I needed you to know.”

Rose stared at him, stunned. For years they had been closest friends, nothing more. Never had he spoken of love.

“Andrew...” she began, but he was already back on the platform as the train shuddered beneath her feet.

“I’ll follow you as soon as I can!” he called. “Maybe your uncle will be more understanding than your father was. I love you!”

She tried to answer, to tell him she couldn’t return those feelings, that she treasured him too dearly to let their friendship become something else, but the whistle drowned her voice. The train lurched, wheels grinding to life.

“Andrew!” she cried, reaching for him as he waved, his figure blurred through tears and smoke. Within seconds, he was swallowed by the crowd, disappearing into the distance.
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Rose remained on the carriage platform, gripping the brass handrail as the world around her lurched into motion. The wheels groaned, the engine rumbled, and slowly Boston began to slip away.

The station blurred first, then the familiar rooftops, then the city itself, dissolving into a haze of brick, smoke, and distance. Her home. Her memories. Her heart.

She stood there until the platform was nothing more than a dark smudge behind her, until the last chimney vanished around a bend in the tracks. Only then did she force her fingers to release the railing and make herself turn away.

With a trembling breath, she stepped into her private compartment and gently closed the door, shutting out the world beyond the foggy glass. The quiet felt deafening. She sank into the velvet seat, the plush fabric swallowing her slight weight as though inviting her to rest, but rest was impossible.

The moment she lowered her face into her hands, the tears spilled over, hot and uncontrollable. They slipped between her fingers and soaked her gloves, each one carrying a piece of Boston with it.

How was she to bear this? Leaving everyone she loved—everything she had ever known? Venturing alone into a world that felt far too wide, too uncertain, too unforgiving? Her shoulders shook, and for the first time since her father’s death, she let herself cry without restraint.

The train clattered on, indifferent to her grief, carrying her farther and farther from the life she’d been forced to leave behind.

And Rose, adrift and trembling, could only weep for the home she feared she might never see again.
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Eventually, Rose had no tears left to shed. Her heart still ached, an ache that pulsed with every breath, but the sobs had softened, leaving behind a dull, lingering heaviness. She reached for her handkerchief and gently blotted her swollen eyes before drawing a long, steadying breath.

The rhythmic clatter of the wheels beneath her became almost soothing, a steady heartbeat reminding her that life, however altered, must continue. 

She smoothed her skirts, gathered her composure, and rose. Perhaps a visit to the washroom would help her feel a bit more presentable.

The first-class carriage was divided into several private compartments, each spacious enough to accommodate a family and designed so the cushioned seats could be converted into sleeping berths for longer journeys. For a young woman traveling alone, the arrangement was a blessing, a small sanctuary of privacy amid bustling passage.

Her father’s faithful butler, Thomas, had thought of every detail before her departure. Even now, she could almost hear his gentle voice urging her to be cautious, but not afraid. The memory coaxed a bittersweet smile to her lips.

Taking up her reticule, Rose slid open the compartment door and stepped into the narrow aisle. The gentle sway of the train made her grip the wall rail for balance as she walked forward.

A few passengers passed her in quiet conversation. Others sat by the windows, absorbed in newspapers or gazing at the rolling countryside streaking by. The air carried a faint blend of coal smoke and polished wood, an oddly comforting mixture.

Just ahead, an elderly woman stood near one of the doors, slowly turning in place, her expression clouded with confusion.

“Excuse me, madam,” Rose said softly, stepping closer. “You seem a little distressed. May I be of assistance?”

The woman turned toward her, relief washing over her lined features.

“Oh, dear girl, yes! I went to the washroom, and now I cannot remember where my compartment is. These corridors all look the same.”

Rose smiled kindly. “Do you have your ticket with you?”

The woman blinked, then gave a light, self-deprecating laugh.

“Mercy, what a silly old goose I am. Of course I do.” She reached into her reticule and withdrew a folded slip of paper with trembling fingers. “Would you be so kind as to read it? My eyesight isn’t what it once was.”

“Certainly,” Rose replied, unfolding the ticket and scanning the section number. “You’re only a few doors away. Allow me to escort you.” She offered her arm, which the older woman accepted with grateful warmth. Together they made their way down the aisle, their footsteps muffled by the carpet runner.

When they reached the correct compartment, Rose lifted her hand to slide the door open, only for it to move before she touched it. A young man appeared in the doorway, his fair hair catching the lamplight.

“Grandmother!” he exclaimed. “I was just about to look for you. Did you wander off again?”

The elderly woman chuckled and swatted his arm lightly.

“I did, Daryl, but this lovely young lady came to my rescue. Isn’t she a darling?”

Heat rushed to Rose’s cheeks, and she lowered her gaze modestly.

“Thank you for helping my grandmother,” the young man said, his voice rich and smooth. When she lifted her eyes, they met a pair of striking green ones. His expression was open and kind, though a spark of curiosity glimmered there as well.

“There’s no need to thank me,” Rose replied, recovering her composure. “I was happy to assist.”

His grandmother beamed between them.

“You should escort this dear girl back to her compartment, Daryl. It’s the least we can do.”

The young man’s mouth curved into a charming grin.

“As you wish, Grandmother. I’d be delighted.”

Rose shook her head at once, though she couldn’t quite keep a shy smile from touching her lips.

“That’s very kind of you, sir, but there’s no need to trouble yourself. I’ll find my way perfectly well.”

“Are you quite sure?” he asked, his tone courteous with just a hint of teasing.

“Quite,” she replied softly but firmly. She turned to the elderly woman with a respectful nod. “It was a pleasure meeting you, madam.”

“The pleasure was mine, my dear,” the woman said warmly. “Safe travels.”

With another polite smile, Rose inclined her head to both of them and continued down the corridor toward the washroom. Yet as she walked, her thoughts drifted—no longer toward Boston or her tears, but toward a pair of vivid green eyes and a grin that lingered in her mind as though it might reappear before the journey was through.
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When Rose stepped back into the aisle several minutes later, the train swaying gently beneath her feet, she halted in surprise. A group of five men stood clustered near the end of the corridor. The moment they spotted her, they moved as one, closing in with deliberate, coordinated steps, as though they had been waiting for precisely this moment.

“Miss Williams,” one of them called out, his tone far too eager to be polite. “Who was the young man who kissed you before the train departed?”

Before she could answer, another pushed forward.

“Are the two of you engaged? Tell us, do you think your late father would have approved of a man of such modest standing?”

Rose froze. Her pulse quickened. Journalists. Her stomach dropped. Oh, how she despised them—their shameless prying, their hunger for scandal, their utter disregard for human decency.

“Forgive me,” she said tightly, forcing civility into her trembling voice, “but I’m not answering any questions at present.” She attempted to slip past them, but the men shifted together like a flock of carrion birds, blocking her way.

“Miss Williams,” another demanded, thrusting a notebook nearly into her chest, “how did your father contract typhus? Did you know he was ill?”

“Where are you going now that he’s gone?” someone else pressed sharply. “Have you truly no family left in Boston?”

Rose bit back rising frustration, her fingers tightening around the handle of her reticule.

“Please, gentlemen,” she said, though her voice wavered. “Leave me be. I have nothing to say to you.” 

Her plea only amused them. They stepped closer, hemming her in until her back brushed the polished wood paneling.

“Do you suppose the young man who kissed you,” one sneered, “is after your fortune? Is that why you let him force his affections on you before an entire station of witnesses?”

Heat rushed to her cheeks. Anger flared through her fear.

“That man is my dearest friend,” she said sharply. “And I would advise you to mind your tone.”

Another leaned in, smirking. “Who is he, then? Do you consider it proper for a young lady of breeding to show such familiarity with a man who is neither fiancé nor husband?”

“Has he accosted you before today?” came a third voice, oily, mocking, vile.

Her composure snapped. “He has never accosted me,” she retorted hotly. “But I cannot say the same of you. Now step aside!” She shoved one of them hard enough that he stumbled, but he caught her wrist instantly, his grip cruel and possessive. “Unhand me!” she cried, struggling. “Leave me alone!”

She twisted free, fury and panic crashing together inside her chest. She tried again to force her way through, but the men only grinned, delighted by her distress.

One reached out and ran the back of his fingers along her cheek. Revulsion flooded her.

“Get your filthy hands off me!” she shouted, slapping his hand away. He laughed and reached for her again, but this time she was faster. Snatching her small perfume bottle from her reticule, she aimed at his face and sprayed.

“Ahhh!” he howled, clutching at his stinging eyes. “You little—!”

She seized her chance to flee. But before she could take more than a step, two of the others grabbed her by the arms and dragged her backward into an empty compartment. The door slammed shut. One yanked the curtain across the window, blotting out the corridor.

“Let go of me!” she gasped, fighting wildly, but their hands only tightened.

“You’re a feisty little thing, aren’t you?” one drawled, his gaze sweeping over her with vile satisfaction. “Do you think it’s wise for such a pretty young heiress to travel alone?”

Her mind reeled. This was wrong, so horribly wrong. Journalists had hounded her before, of course, but never like this. Never with this... menace. Her voice trembled, but she forced herself to stand tall.

“Which newspaper do you represent? I’ll be writing to your editor the moment we stop.”

Their laughter was coarse and cruel.

“Who said we’re reporters?” one asked, dark mockery dripping from every word. His eyes dragged over her slowly, too slowly. “Maybe we just prefer our stories unprinted.” He lunged suddenly, shoving her down onto one of the seats. The reek of sweat and tobacco rolled over her, turning her stomach.

“Stay away from me!” she gasped, twisting as he leaned over her. His face hovered inches from hers, breath hot and foul.

Before he could touch her, Rose snatched the nearest object, the small leather-bound book she always carried, and swung with all her strength. The crack of impact was sharp and gloriously satisfying. He reeled back with a snarl, clutching the side of his face.

“You arrogant little beast!” he spat, ripping the book from her grasp and hurling it to the floor. The others advanced, their shadows blotting out the lamplight. 

Rose’s heart pounded so violently she could scarcely breathe. But she refused to cower. If she had to fight, she would fight with everything she had, because deep down, she knew she might very well be fighting for her life.
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Under Federal Protection


[image: ]


“That is enough!” The roar of a commanding voice split the air like a crack of thunder. The men surrounding Rose jerked around, startled. Heart hammering, Rose, still pressed against the wall, edged sideways, desperate to put even a few inches of distance between herself and her attackers. Her breath came in sharp, trembling bursts.

Framed in the doorway stood the young man she had noticed earlier, the one who had watched her from the platform before the train departed. But now, there was no idle curiosity in his expression. His jaw was set, his shoulders squared in rigid readiness, and his brown eyes blazed with righteous fury.

“This young lady,” he said, his voice low but ringing with authority, “has asked you repeatedly to leave her alone. I don’t care who you claim to be or whom you work for, you have no right to treat her in such a vile and indecent manner. You’ve accosted her long enough. It’s time you left.”

One of the men sneered, swaggering forward.

“And who might you be to tell us what to do?”

“That,” the young man replied evenly, without the faintest hesitation, “is none of your concern. Now, leave.”

The leader, the brute who had tried to force himself on her, let out a derisive snort.

“So that’s it. A gallant type. One of those self-styled heroes who thinks a bit of chivalry will win a girl’s trust, and her purse strings. Trying to make her think she needs you, is that it?”

The young man didn’t flinch. He didn’t even spare the speaker a glance. Instead, he stepped forward again, fully placing himself between Rose and the men who had tormented her. Rose’s breath hitched, part shock, part overwhelming gratitude.

Before any of the attackers could answer, another voice rumbled from the corridor—deep, commanding, and instantly chilling.

“Gentlemen, your train ride is over. You’ll be meeting the sheriff at our next stop.” Two broad-shouldered men stepped into view, long dusters sweeping behind them and silver badges gleaming beneath the carriage lamps. U.S. Marshals.

Rose’s knees nearly gave way with relief. Her fingers tightened around the wall rail as her attackers paled visibly.

The marshals stepped inside with calm, lethal assurance, transforming the cramped compartment from a cage of terror into a place of ironclad order. Four deputies followed, along with the conductor, whose face was drawn with anger and shame. 

Everything happened in a blur. The nearest marshal seized the leader by the collar and slammed him against the wall with practiced ease. The sharp click of handcuffs rang through the compartment.

“Make one more sound,” the marshal growled, “and you’ll ride the rest of the way in the stock car.”

The man’s protest died instantly. Another deputy twisted the next attacker’s arm behind his back with merciless precision. The remaining three were stripped of notebooks, pens, and anything even remotely suspicious before being bound as well.

Their jeers, curses, and sputtered excuses grew faint as they were marched down the aisle, and out of sight. Within seconds, the menace that had suffocated the air was gone, leaving behind only the sway of the train and Rose’s ragged breathing.
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Rose leaned heavily against the wall, trembling from head to toe. Her breath came in uneven bursts. Her fingers numb from gripping her reticule so tightly. The conductor turned to her, stricken.

“Miss Williams, I am deeply sorry. I had no idea those men meant you harm. Had I known of your prominence in Boston, I would have ensured guards in first class.”

“No need for guards,” one marshal said firmly. “We’ll see this young lady safely to her destination.”

Rose managed a faint, grateful smile. “Thank you,” she whispered.


The young man who had intervened stepped closer, concern softening his strong features. “Are you all right, miss?”


“I think so,” she answered, though her voice wavered. A sudden wash of heat swept over her, and her knees buckled. “Perhaps... perhaps not.”

A marshal caught her gently by the arm. “Easy. Sit before you fall.”

Between the marshals and her rescuer, they guided her back to her compartment. She sank onto the cushioned seat, feeling fragile, weightless, and breakable.

“We’ll stay with you awhile,” one marshal said reassuringly.

Rose shook her head weakly. “I don’t wish to be a burden. Surely you have duties to attend to.”

“You’re no burden, Miss Williams,” he replied with a small, comforting smile. “We’re bound for San Francisco, with a stop in Denver. We’ll see your aunt and uncle receive you safe and sound.”

Her brow furrowed. “You... know where I’m going?”

The marshal beside her—tall, with warm brown eyes—nodded.

“Your father contacted our headquarters in Boston several weeks ago. He requested protection for your journey west. Personal assignments aren’t typical, but your father supported the U.S. Marshals Service generously. He was close friends with two of our chief deputies. We were ordered to accompany this train and ensure you came to no harm.”

Rose stared, stunned. “You were assigned to travel all the way to the West Coast... for me?”

“Not precisely,” said the second marshal with a faint smile. “We’d already been reassigned to the western division. Chief Deputy Walton, whom I believe you know, asked us to leave early so we could look after you. We’ll report to our new post in October. Until then, we’re making ourselves useful, checking in on federal prisons and reservations along the route.”

Recognition softened her expression. She remembered Chief Deputy Walton, the steady-eyed, silver-haired lawman who had visited her father so often.

“Deputy Walton was always so kind. Please give him my gratitude when you next correspond. And thank you, truly.”

“It’s our pleasure, Miss Williams,” the marshal said warmly. “I’m Christopher Moore, and this is my partner, Anthony Jones.”

Their steady presence eased the trembling in her hands. For the first time since the attack began, Rose felt something close to safety. Her gaze drifted to the young man seated across from her. Though his expression had been fierce when he stepped in, his composure never wavered. There was strength in the set of his shoulders, yet a quiet warmth in his eyes.

“Thank you,” she said softly. “For stepping in when you did. I confess, that was... rather frightening.”

“That’s perfectly understandable,” Marshal Moore said. “Those men were despicable. Journalists can be intrusive, but they had no right to invade your privacy.”

Rose shook her head slightly. “I don’t believe they were journalists. One of them said something that made me doubt—”

Her words made the marshals exchange swift, sharp glances. Marshal Jones immediately stepped into the corridor, signaling deputies with a grim expression.
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Her rescuer turned back to her, offering a gentle smile.

“Forgive me, I haven’t introduced myself. My name is Grant Adams.”

“Mr. Adams,” she murmured, tasting the name softly.

He nodded. “I live in Idaho Springs, not far from your uncle’s parsonage. We’re neighbors, or as close as neighbors can be when the land between our properties stretches for miles. Your family and mine cross paths often.” A warm glint lit his eyes. “Your uncle and aunt speak of you fondly.”

Rose blushed and looked down, smoothing a crease in her skirt.

“I haven’t seen them in twelve years. What are they like?”

Grant leaned forward slightly, voice sincere and reassuring.

“They’re wonderful—warm, witty, compassionate. You’ll find your aunt an absolute treasure and your uncle one of the sincerest men alive. Their eldest son, Paul, is studying for the ministry in Denver. He’s earned a small congregation, and my little sister’s heart, too.”

A faint smile touched Rose’s lips. “Truly?”

He chuckled. “Truly. I expect a wedding announcement any day now. Their youngest, Jordan, works on my father’s ranch. A restless soul, but a good one. He’s traveling with Paul at present, but he’ll be back before long.”

Rose’s expression gentled. “And... do you know how they feel about my coming to live with them?”

Grant’s eyes softened with warmth. “They’re overjoyed. After raising four sons, your aunt is thrilled at the thought of having a young lady in the household again. They’ve kept fond memories of you. They’re eager to welcome you home, though they wish, as we all do, that the circumstances were kinder.”

Her throat tightened. She swallowed, nodding faintly. Marshal Moore offered her a small smile.

“Miss Williams—”

“Please,” she whispered. “Call me Rose.”

Grant’s voice dropped, unexpectedly gentle. “That’s a beautiful name.”

Heat rose to her cheeks again, and she looked down, pretending to adjust her lace cuff. But her heart gave a small, unsteady flutter she could not quite hide. Something warm unfurled within her, something fragile, tentative... yet unmistakably full of hope.
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Grant had to admit—Rose Williams was a remarkably beautiful young woman. Her hair, the color of sunlight woven through silk, framed her face in soft waves, and her blue eyes shimmered like morning light dancing upon water.

Even now, with fatigue shadowing her features and worry tightening her delicate expression, he sensed that her true smile, unrestrained and sincere, could brighten an entire room. He found himself wanting, fiercely, to see that smile for himself.

“Your uncle once mentioned,” he began gently, hoping to draw her thoughts toward softer memories, “that your grandfather was a duke in England before he renounced his title and immigrated to America. Is that true?”

She nodded faintly. “Yes, that’s correct.”

Grant leaned forward, his voice warm with curiosity.

“I would love to hear that story.”

Her lips curved, but only slightly, and her voice held a quiet sadness.

“I’m afraid I don’t know much about it. Father rarely spoke of England, or the life they left behind. My grandfather passed away before I was born.”

Before Grant could respond, the compartment door slid open. Marshal Jones stepped inside, his expression grave.

“Did you find out who those men were?” Marshal Moore asked, immediately rising to his feet.

Jones nodded once. “Only one of them is an actual reporter. The other four were hired to accompany him and... harass Miss Williams.”

Marshal Moore’s eyes darkened. “Harass her? For what purpose?”

Jones exhaled sharply, frustration tightening his jaw.

“Apparently, the owner of the Boston Codex holds a personal vendetta against the late Dr. Williams. Her father sued the paper multiple times for printing false reports about his hospital and its high-profile patients, and he won every case.”

Grant’s jaw clenched. “So, this man decided to take revenge on the daughter.”

“Yes.” Jones reached into his coat and withdrew a folded newspaper. “We found this in the reporter’s bag, along with a note confirming their instructions.”

Marshal Moore unfolded the paper, his brow furrowing.

“Where’s the article?”

“Second-to-last page.”

Grant stepped beside him, reading over his shoulder. Cold anger surged through his veins as the bold headline came into view:


Wealthy Heiress Leaving Boston – Will She Take Her Dowry With Her?



After the sudden death of Dr. Edward Williams, his only daughter, Rose, finds herself orphaned and alone. Introduced to society just last year, Miss Williams’s father had not yet secured a suitor for her at the time of his passing.



According to information received by this correspondent, the young heiress is expected to relocate to Colorado to live under the guardianship of her aunt and uncle. Reverend John Williams, of Idaho Springs near Denver, will not only manage her dowry but also determine the choice of her future husband.



Grant’s hand curled into a fist. “Why would they publish this?” he demanded. “What purpose does that last line serve except to make her a target? They’ve turned her into prey.”

A sharp gasp sounded behind them. Rose sprang to her feet, her face draining of all color.

“How will I ever be safe again?” she whispered.

“You will be safe,” Marshal Moore said firmly. “We’ll make certain of it.”

“How?” Rose’s voice shook, fragile as paper. Tears pooled in her eyes. “This article is practically an invitation for fortune-seekers. Every opportunist west of Boston will know exactly where to find me. I can’t go to my aunt and uncle now, I’ll endanger them, too!” Her breaths grew quicker, short, shallow gasps. Moore stepped toward her at once, steadying her by the arm.

“Miss Williams—Rose—breathe slowly,” he urged. “You’re all right. Nothing will happen to you.”

But her trembling only worsened. Her vision blurred. Her knees buckled.

“Easy,” Moore murmured, catching her before she collapsed. “Stay with me, Rose. Look at me.”

With Marshal Jones’s help, they eased her onto the seat and gently laid her back, raising her legs to help her breathe. For several tense moments, her breath came in rapid, uneven bursts before, slowly, mercifully, it began to steady. Her complexion, however, remained ghostly pale.
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Grant’s heart thundered. Panic surged hot and sharp through him. 

“I’ll fetch a doctor,” he said abruptly, rushing into the corridor. He nearly collided with the conductor hurrying from the adjoining car.

“Is there a doctor aboard?” Grant demanded.

The conductor nodded. “Yes, sir, Car B, near the dining compartment.” He disappeared and returned moments later with a tall man carrying a black medical bag.

“Shane!” Grant exclaimed. “I didn’t know you were in Boston.”

The doctor clasped his hand briefly. “My grandfather passed away. My great-uncle asked me to attend the funeral. What’s happened?”

As they hurried back toward the compartment, Grant explained in low, urgent tones everything that had transpired.
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When they entered, Rose lay reclined against the seat, her eyes open but glassy with shock. Her breathing came shallow and trembling, each breath sounding as though it cost her dearly.

“Rose,” Grant said softly as he crouched beside her, his voice laden with worry, “this is Dr. Shane Hunter. He’s a family friend, and one of the best physicians in Colorado.”

Shane stepped forward, calm and steady, the sort of presence that soothed by simply existing.

“Miss Williams,” he said in a low, reassuring tone, “can you tell me what happened?”

Rose parted her lips, but her voice broke before it could form a word. Tears spilled down her cheeks. She turned her face away, overwhelmed and unable to speak.

Marshal Moore filled the silence, his voice firm, edged with sympathy and anger.

“She’s suffered a severe shock. The men who attacked her weren’t all reporters, only one was. The others were hired agitators. They were acting under orders from the owner of a Boston newspaper who harbored a personal grudge against her late father.”

Shane’s jaw tightened, fury flickering across his otherwise composed features.

“I see,” he murmured darkly. “That explains quite a bit.” He set his medical bag on the seat and turned to the others with a voice that brooked no argument. “Gentlemen, please step outside. She needs air and privacy.”

The marshals obeyed immediately. Grant hesitated, unwilling to leave her, but the gravity in Shane’s voice pushed him to rise. He stepped into the corridor with the marshals.

As Shane drew the curtain across the glass door, Rose’s soft, uneven sobs drifted through. Fragile, heartbreaking sounds that made Grant clench his fists helplessly at his sides.

The steady rhythm of the train continued beneath them, indifferent and constant, but inside that small compartment, the world felt unbearably fragile.
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Grant lingered near the window, his back rigid, his fists clenched so tightly his knuckles whitened. Outside, the sun dipped low over the endless sweep of plains, casting the horizon in hues of gold and bruised rose. The view should have been calming, should have reminded him of the vast, steady peace of the West. But all he felt was fury.

What kind of man—what kind of creature—would stoop so low as to torment a grieving young woman simply because her father had defended his honor? To hound her across states, to twist her vulnerability into spectacle, to set hired thugs upon her like wolves? He exhaled sharply, jaw tightening.

Rose Williams did not deserve this. She did not deserve fear or sorrow or the weight of yet another threat pressing upon her from the world beyond Boston. She had already lost her father, her home, the life she had known. And now strangers sought to exploit her grief as though she were nothing more than a headline, an opportunity.

His chest ached at the memory of how fragile she had looked moments ago, tears carving silent paths down her pale cheeks. He didn’t yet know what role he might play in her life—he wasn’t foolish enough to mistake a few exchanged words for fate. And yet... something within him had shifted the instant he saw her on that platform: alone, afraid, desperately scanning the crowd for someone who might not come.

Whatever the future held, one truth had carved itself into his heart with the certainty of iron: he would do everything in his power to protect Rose Williams from the shadows gathering around her. Whether she knew it or not, she wasn’t alone. Not anymore.
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Dr. Shane Hunter emerged from the compartment a short while later, and the three men waiting in the corridor straightened immediately. His expression remained controlled, but faint lines of concern creased his brow.

“I’ve given her a mild sedative to calm her nerves,” he said quietly. “She’s resting now—sound asleep. She should wake in a few hours feeling weak, but steadier.”

Grant released a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.

“Thank goodness,” he murmured. Then, glancing at his friend, he added, “I must say, Shane, I don’t believe it’s mere coincidence that you and I ended up on this train. What are the odds of traveling to the same town as the young lady who needed our help?”

A faint smile touched Shane’s lips. He glanced upward, acknowledging an unseen hand.

“I’d say the Man upstairs arranged that. Providence orders things far better than we ever could.”

Marshal Jones folded his arms. “Well, Providence or not, we’ve got work to do. We’ll reach the next station in two hours. Once there, we’ll turn those five men over to the local sheriff. Harassment, unlawful restraint, attempted assault, the charges will be significant.” He cast a meaningful look at Moore.

“We were originally bound for San Francisco after a brief stopover, but that may need to change. Miss Williams clearly requires continued protection. We’ll wire headquarters in Boston, explain the situation, and delay our reassignment until further notice.”

Grant’s jaw tightened. “You believe someone leaked her travel plans to the Boston Codex, then?”

Marshal Moore nodded grimly. “It’s the only explanation. Someone with access to her father’s household or correspondence. Whoever it was sold that information straight to the paper.”

Shane’s expression darkened. “Despicable,” he muttered. “To turn a grieving young woman into a target simply because of her inheritance... there’s no conscience in that.”

A heavy silence settled over the men. The rhythmic clatter of the train filled the space between them, a steady reminder that their journey, and Rose’s danger, was far from over.
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Rose slept soundly until the train slowed its approach to the next station. The gentle jolt of the wheels shifting against the rails stirred her, and she blinked awake, momentarily disoriented. For a breath, she did not know where she was. Then the soft rumble of the train and the fading ache in her chest reminded her.

She turned toward the window. A small frontier town slid into view, its dusty main street lit by lampposts just beginning to glow, its wooden storefronts lined with a scattering of curious onlookers watching the train roll in.

While Marshals Moore and Jones departed with their deputies to deliver the handcuffed men to the sheriff, Grant and Dr. Hunter remained aboard to watch over her. The bustle on the platform eased as passengers dispersed into the evening.

Shane turned to her with a gentle smile.

“Rose, a bit of fresh air might help. You’ve been through quite an ordeal. A few steps outside could do you good.”

Her gaze drifted uneasily toward the platform.

“I’m not sure that’s wise,” she whispered. “I’d rather stay here.”

“Just a short walk,” Shane assured her kindly. “You’ll feel stronger for it. And we won’t leave your side.”

Grant stepped forward, offering his hand with quiet confidence.

“He’s right. A breath of open air will steady you. I’ll help you down.”

She hesitated, her heart still bruised, her mind still fragile, but she found no reason to distrust them. After a small pause, she nodded.

“All right.”

Grant guided her down the narrow steps, his hand firm beneath hers. The air that greeted her was cool and clean, stirred by a soft breeze scented faintly of pine and distant fields. The sun was sinking toward the horizon, casting warm shades of gold and rose across the clouds. The evening light washed over her face, lending a touch of color to her pale cheeks.

Instinctively, when Grant offered his arm, she rested her hand upon it. The gesture felt grounding—steadying—in a way she desperately needed.

The two men kept their tone light as they strolled a short distance along the platform. They spoke of Colorado’s crisp mountain air, of wide-open landscapes, of the contrast between Boston society’s rigid expectations and the West’s generous hospitality. Their words wove a warm cocoon around her, easing some of the tightness in her chest.

But it wasn’t until she looked up and saw Marshals Moore and Jones returning from the sheriff’s office—tall, composed, unshakably calm—that a true wave of safety washed over her. Their presence alone, steady as bedrock, was enough to settle her completely. She felt a fragile but certain truth unfurl gently within her: She was protected. And, at least for this moment, she was safe.
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Marshal Moore met her gaze and offered a small, reassuring nod, his eyes warm with unspoken concern. To her great dismay, Rose’s heart skipped a beat. She looked away at once, feigning interest in the steady stream of passengers walking along the platform.

Don’t be foolish, Rose, she scolded herself. He is at least fifteen years your senior—seasoned, self-assured, and a federal marshal whose work sends him from one end of the country to the other. This is nothing more than a fleeting infatuation. That is all.

He had saved her. He had spoken gently when she was frightened. And he had treated her with a respect she seldom received from men who claimed refinement. Any young woman, any sensible young woman, might feel a flutter of admiration after such gallantry.

Yes. That was all it was. A simple, temporary admiration.

And yet... as he approached, boots striking the platform with steady, unhurried confidence, she found herself smoothing her skirt, tucking an errant curl behind her ear, and willing the warmth in her cheeks to fade.

Compose yourself, she urged sternly. You are not a child. You must not let your heart run away with you.

Despite her rational resolve, she could not entirely suppress the truth blooming quietly in her chest. Some feelings, unexpected, impossible, inconvenient, rose of their own accord, no matter how she tried to smother them. And no amount of sensible reasoning could fully silence them.
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Rescued, Rattled and Held
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When Grant, Dr. Hunter, and the two marshals escorted Rose back toward her compartment, they found the narrow aisle swarming with journalists. Men clutched notebooks and pencils, their eager voices rising in a discordant hum that filled the corridor like the irritating buzz of locusts.

The moment Rose appeared, necks craned and murmurs rippled through the crowd. In an instant, the four men closed ranks around her, Grant and Marshal Moore at the front, Marshals Jones and Shane behind, forming a protective barrier that shielded her from both the crush of bodies and the hungry gleam in far too many eyes.

“Gentlemen,” Marshal Moore said, his voice clipped and stern, “Miss Williams is not to be questioned. You’ve already caused enough disruption aboard this train.”

One of the reporters bristled, opening his mouth to protest, but Moore’s cold, unyielding stare silenced him before a single word escaped. Jones stepped forward, his tone harder still.

“If you value your professional integrity, you’ll vacate this car immediately.”

A ripple of murmuring swept through the men. The marshals explained, calmly, crisply, the earlier assault and the deceitful pretenses under which the five impostors had cornered her. Faces shifted around them: confusion, then shock, and finally something close to shame.

“We had no idea,” one reporter said quietly, removing his hat. “Miss Williams... you have our sincerest apologies.”

Another, young, earnest, ink smudged across his fingers, shook his head in disgust.

“The Boston Codex has gone too far. We’ll make certain the public hears the truth.”

Rose’s eyes widened, surprise and gratitude flickering across her pale features. She managed a trembling smile, touched by their unexpected integrity.

Two men tipped their hats respectfully before stepping off the train. The rest followed, their expressions subdued. Within moments, the corridor was blessedly clear again, the noise dissipating like a storm drifting over open plains.

Rose exhaled, the tension in her shoulders easing, though only slightly. Exhaustion tugged at every limb, her emotions still stretched thin.

“I... I would like to freshen up,” she murmured.

“Of course,” Grant said at once. 

The men escorted her to the washroom, stopping by the door and positioning themselves discreetly along the corridor, vigilant, immovable, unspoken guardians. No one would disturb her again. Not while they breathed.
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Inside, Rose drew a long, shaky breath. The washroom was mercifully large. Along one wall stood a broad table lined with porcelain basins and neatly folded towels. A long mirror stretched above them, reflecting the flickering gaslights. Opposite were three private stalls with polished doors and brass locks.

She hurried into one, bolted the door, and rested her forehead against the cool panel. She needed stillness, just a few minutes where no one could corner her, question her, or look at her with greedy ambition.

A faint creak sounded from the next stall, light footsteps, the rustle of skirts. Likely another woman. Even so, Rose’s body tensed, her senses still raw from the ordeal.

She finished quickly and stepped out. At the table, she filled a basin with cool water. The ordinary act steadied her slightly. She lifted her hands to splash her face just as the stall beside hers opened.

A plain but pleasant-looking young woman emerged, offering a shy smile before washing her hands and slipping out. Relief swept through Rose’s trembling chest. She turned back to her basin.

Then another sound broke the quiet—the slow, deliberate creak of the third stall door.

Rose glanced toward the mirror. And froze. A man stepped out.

For one terrible heartbeat, disbelief rooted her in place. The sight was so wrong—so impossible—that her mind refused to accept it. Then cold, slicing terror flooded her veins.

She screamed and spun toward the door.

The man lunged, reaching it first. The bolt slid into place with a horrifying click that echoed through the tiled room.

“Let me out!” she cried, rushing toward him and the door.

He caught her around the waist and yanked her backward. Outside, she heard pounding, someone shaking the knob, then a heavy fist striking the door.

“Rose!” Marshal Moore’s voice thundered.

She struggled wildly, but the man’s grip only tightened.

“You ain’t goin’ no place, darlin’.” he hissed, his sour breath brushing her cheek. Panic surged so fiercely she thought she might faint. Her eyes darted around the room, searching, desperate, for anything she could use as a weapon.

Another slam rattled the door. Before she could scream again, his hand clamped over her mouth.

“Quiet,” he whispered, venom dripping from each syllable. His other hand fumbled at the buttons of her bodice. Her heart pounded so violently she feared it might give out.

Think, Rose, think! She forced her body to go still, if only for a moment, just long enough to make him believe she’d given in. Her fingers crept toward her hair... searching... finding the long pin holding it in place.

The instant he leaned closer, his mouth descending toward hers, she struck. With a cry of fury and terror, she drove the sharp end of the pin deep into the back of his hand and bit him savagely along the cheek. 

He roared, jerking backward.

Rose gasped for air, trembling so violently she could hardly stand. She bolted toward the exit, but he lunged again, snagging her arm.

“Please,” she pleaded, voice breaking. “Just let me go!”

He leered. “If I make you mine now,” he growled, “you’ll be weddin’ me, sure as sunrise.”

Revulsion and raw rage ignited inside her. Acting on pure instinct, Rose snatched one of the porcelain basins from the table and smashed it across his head. Water exploded everywhere as the bowl shattered. He cursed and staggered, clutching his temple.

At that moment, the door burst open, splintering from its frame. Marshal Moore, Marshal Jones, and the conductor stormed inside, Grant close behind.

“Get him!” Moore commanded.

Jones and Grant lunged, tackling the assailant before he could regain his footing. The struggle was brief and brutal, the man pinned, cuffed, and hauled upright within seconds.
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Moore turned to Rose just as she swayed on her feet. She trembled uncontrollably. Her hands pressed against her chest as though trying to hold herself together. He caught her before her legs gave out, pulling her safely against him.

“It’s over,” he murmured, voice low and steady. “You’re safe now.”

Deputies dragged the intruder away. Silence settled over the washroom, broken only by Rose’s ragged, uneven breaths.

Then the tears came, great, shuddering sobs that tore through her like a storm. Moore tightened his hold, heedless of propriety, gently smoothing her hair as he whispered steady reassurance.

“It’s all right. You’re all right.”

When her sobs finally subsided, she drew back, cheeks burning with embarrassment.

“I’m so sorry,” she said hoarsely.

He shook his head. “Rose, never apologize for surviving. You’ve every right to your tears.” His hand lingered on her shoulder, a quiet, steady reassurance. “Take a moment to compose yourself. Shall I wait here?”

She nodded, unable to speak. While he turned to inspect the broken door, Rose filled a fresh basin, splashed her tear-stained face, and patted it dry. When she caught her reflection, disheveled hair, pale cheeks, eyes red and swollen, she hardly recognized herself. Her gaze dropped to the floor. Her hairpin glinted faintly in a puddle of water. She bent to retrieve it, hands shaking, and fastened it back into place. Then, with trembling fingers, she rebuttoned her dress.

When she turned, Moore stood waiting by the door, posture steady, expression gentle.

“Ready?” he asked softly.

She nodded.

He escorted her back to her compartment. Grant and Marshal Jones joined them moments later. Dr. Hunter entered soon after, his face a mixture of concern and profound relief.

Rose sank into her seat, exhaustion settling over her like a heavy cloak. Around her, the men exchanged grim, protective looks, a silent vow forming between them.

For the first time since her father’s death, she understood just how dangerous her journey westward might truly be, and how precious these unexpected guardians had already become in her fight to survive it.
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Marshal Moore leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, his eyes searching Rose’s pale face.

“Can you tell us what happened?”

Her hands trembled, her voice quivered, but she gathered what strength she had and recounted the ordeal: the man hiding in the washroom, the sudden attack, her desperate fight to escape. When she finished, the compartment fell silent except for the rhythmic clatter of the train wheels.

Then a thought struck her. Her throat tightened.

“Is this what my life will be now?” she whispered. Her wide, frightened eyes darted from one man to the next. “Will every man see me as prey because I inherited my father’s fortune? Has everyone read that dreadful article in the Boston Codex?”

Marshal Jones exchanged a grave look with his partner. Then he reached into his pocket and handed a folded note to Moore.

“We found this in the coat of the man who attacked you. The owner of the Codex personally contacted him.”

Christopher unfolded the note, his jaw tightening with every line. 

Jones continued, “According to this letter, he wasn’t supposed to hurt you, just frighten you. Supposedly it was meant to ‘send a message.’”

Grant let out a sharp breath, anger flashing in his eyes.

“What a disgusting piece of prairie coal,” he spat.

Christopher refolded the paper with a grim shake of his head.

“What is this world coming to?” he muttered.

Dr. Hunter leaned forward, voice gentle. “Rose, I’ve heard much about your father. He was well known in Boston, among the medical community and the universities back east. You must have been very proud of him.”

She lowered her gaze, her expression torn between affection and sorrow.

“He was well liked by his colleagues and patients,” she said softly.

“He was a surgeon, wasn’t he?” Shane asked.

“Yes.”

“I heard he operated on many prominent people, perhaps even President Garfield.”

Rose shook her head faintly. “No, not on the president. His staff requested my father after the shooting, but President Garfield wasn’t stable enough to be moved. And Father... he was overwhelmed with patients in Boston. He couldn’t spare the time for travel.”

Grant frowned thoughtfully. 

“President Garfield died from his wound, didn’t he?”

Rose suspected their questions were meant more to soothe her nerves, than satisfy curiosity, and she was quietly grateful. She nodded.

“He seemed to improve for a time, but the doctors couldn’t locate the bullet, even after several attempts. The official report said he died of infection. Father believed it was because the physicians didn’t wash their hands properly.”

Christopher raised his brows. “He believed that was the cause?”

“Yes,” she said, a flicker of passion entering her voice. “Father was adamant about cleanliness, his operating rooms, his tools, everything. He studied the work of Dr. Ignaz Semmelweiss, an Austrian physician. Semmelweiss discovered that when doctors washed their hands before treating patients, mortality rates dropped drastically. Father admired him deeply, though few in the medical field took those findings seriously.”

Shane nodded with approval. 

“My great-uncle has come to the same conclusion. He insists on washing before every procedure, though many of his colleagues scoff. They’ll learn soon enough.”

A quiet smile touched Rose’s lips. “That sounds like something my father would have said.”

Marshal Jones tilted his head. “Were you and your father close?”

Rose hesitated, then released a slow sigh.

“Not exactly. After my mother died, Father retreated into his work. He spent hours locked away in his study or away at conventions. He avoided social gatherings entirely unless he had to go. Our butler once told me Mother had kept the house warm and lively. After she passed, that warmth vanished.”

Christopher nodded. “He sounds like a man devoted to his calling.”

“He was,” Rose agreed. “But I think it was easier for him to bury himself in work than face his grief. Perhaps I reminded him too much of her... and it became painful to be near me.”

“I’m sorry, Rose,” Jones said gently.

She gave a weary shrug. “It is what it is.”

Christopher’s voice softened. “He did make sure you were cared for, though?”

“Yes,” she said. “Our butler and my governess loved me as their own. The staff were kind. When I turned sixteen, Father tried to reconnect. He insisted on introducing me to society and was determined to secure a suitable match.”

Grant’s brow furrowed. “You were being courted at sixteen?”

“He wanted me well matched,” Rose said with a faint, rueful smile. “He had strong opinions about which young men were suitable. Whenever I took interest in someone, he disapproved. When I turned seventeen, he allowed three suitors to call, but I found them insufferable. And then, quite suddenly, he fell ill.”

“Typhus,” Christopher said quietly.

Rose nodded. “He often visited the poor districts, treating the sick for free. He must have caught it there. I received a letter from the hospital saying he was dying... that I wasn’t allowed to see him. I never even got to say goodbye.” Her voice fractured.

Christopher reached across and gently took her hand.

“I’m truly sorry, Rose.”

She managed a tremulous smile. “Thank you. I try not to dwell on it. We weren’t close... but I wish we had parted in peace.”

Marshal Jones cleared his throat. “Did he leave you anything personal? Something to remember him by?”

“Not much,” she admitted. “He dictated a final letter through his nurse. He wrote that he cared for me, that Uncle John would become my guardian, and that all his assets were to go into my dowry. He instructed the butler and solicitor to sell everything except what I wished to keep and to settle his debts with the staff. The remainder was to be placed in a joint account in my name and Uncle John’s.”

Grant shook his head slowly. “And all this turmoil... simply because your father dared to hold a corrupt newspaper accountable.”

Rose nodded. “My father dismissed his financial advisor for leaking information to the Boston Codex. The story was published without consent. Father sued—and won. The settlement cost the owner dearly. He never forgave it.”

“Your father sounds like a man of integrity,” Grant said softly, admiration clear in his voice.

A genuine smile warmed Rose’s face. “He was. Despite his flaws, he treated everyone with dignity, regardless of station. He invested in ventures not for profit but to help others. He supported hospitals, paid debts, funded new businesses... all quietly.”

Grant nodded. “And yet he was distant with you.”

“Yes,” she said gently, “but he set an example I’ll never forget. He told me money and status should never determine a person’s worth. My closest childhood friend was the son of one of our housekeepers. His father was a drunk, but Father never forbade our friendship.” She drew a steadier breath. “I only hope Uncle John will let me use part of my dowry to continue Father’s work.”

Grant smiled warmly. “He will, Rose. John Williams isn’t the sort to control your life. He’s fair, level-headed, and kind.”

She looked uncertain. “He only has sons. It’s easy to be lenient with them.”

“John and Lizzie won’t treat you as a burden,” Grant said firmly. “They’ll protect you, yes, but they won’t dictate your choices. That’s simply not who they are.”

“How can you be so sure?”

He smiled. “Because the West isn’t like Boston. People care less about titles and reputations. They care about honesty, hard work, and survival. Idaho Springs is simpler, and kinder, than the world you’ve left behind.”

Christopher nodded. “He’s right. Life out west has its hardships, but it also has freedom. Sometimes that makes all the difference.”

Rose listened, her heart swelling with a fragile but growing hope. Maybe, just maybe, her life in Colorado would not be the lonely exile she had feared. Perhaps it might even become a new beginning.
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To ensure Rose’s safety through the night, the two marshals agreed to stand watch outside her compartment, each taking half the shift. Marshal Moore volunteered for the first, while his partner, Anthony Jones, returned to his seat a few cars down to rest before dawn.

The train swayed gently as it carved its path through the darkness. The rhythmic clatter of the wheels echoed faintly through the nearly silent corridor, the lamps casting soft pools of golden light that flickered with each subtle motion of the carriage.

Christopher stood with his back against the doorframe of Rose’s compartment, alert yet composed, one hand resting loosely near the revolver at his hip. His eyes scanned the shadows with the steady, practiced vigilance of a man long accustomed to danger.

He had been standing barely an hour when a muffled cry shattered the stillness.

“No... leave me alone,” Rose whimpered from within the compartment. Her voice trembled, pitched with rising fear. “Please, get away from me. Help! Somebody, help me!”

Christopher’s calm broke at once. He pushed the door open and slipped inside, moving swiftly and quietly through the dark.
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Rose tossed and turned on the narrow bed, her face ghostly pale in the sliver of moonlight filtering through the curtain. Her hands clawed desperately at the sheets, her breathing ragged, as though fighting off an unseen assailant.

Christopher knelt beside her, careful not to startle her further.

“Rose,” he said softly, laying a gentle but steady hand on her shoulder. “It’s me, Marshal Moore.”

At his touch, she jolted upright with a gasp, her chest rising and falling in sharp, uneven bursts. Her eyes were wide
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