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		1895, Portland, Maine

		I have you cornered.”

		Kat looked up from the writing desk to the table, where Nell was grinning. Nell’s match with Ida had been particularly animated on this Sunday afternoon. Both were fiercely competitive, and Kat knew better than to challenge either one of them at checkers, or most any game.

		Ida perched on a cushioned chair, face to face with Nell. The oldest of the four Sinclair sisters wasn’t accustomed to losing, and it showed in Ida’s furrowed brow. She stared at the board, but the pattern of the red and black disks didn’t change. When she finally made a move, Nell snatched the red game piece off the board, her blue eyes sparkling.

		“That’s five out of seven, Ida.” Vivian, the youngest at sixteen, called the tournament from the sofa where she lounged with Sassy, her Siamese cat.

		“You’ve been dethroned, sis.” Kat closed her journal. “We have a new Sinclair checkers champion.”

		While Ida lifted an imaginary crown off her head, Nell stood and smoothed her skirt. Ida placed the invisible trophy atop Nell’s wheat-blond twist. “I present the new queen of checkers.” Ida bowed. All four sisters giggled.

		Kat picked up her journal and walked to the window. Fabric ties held tartan curtains open, framing the idyllic outdoor scene. Crimson and golden leaves adorned the maples and oaks outside, and a couple of squirrels frolicked while a handful of leaves twisted and twirled above them like autumn acrobats.

		Acrobats in fall colors

		Twist and twirl…

		Kat hurried back to the writing desk and recorded the words in her journal, her pencil flying over the page. Sunday was the most inspiring day of the week. The Sabbath’s time of rest and reflection always left her refreshed and full of new ideas.

		Nell cleared her throat. “I don’t suppose you’re writing about my victory for the Portland Press Herald.”

		“A recounting of your conquest, as great as it was, isn’t Kat’s cup of tea.” Vivian laughed. The name Sassy fit Vivian as well as it did her cat.

		“Now if Nell were the writer in the family, we’d all be reading a most romantic love story,” Ida said, returning the checkerboard to the bookcase.

		“I believe in love.” Nell shrugged. “Is that so bad?”

		“Believing in love is not at all bad, poppet.” Father’s warm voice drew their attention to the doorway. He wore a herringbone suit, his auburn mustache and beard neatly trimmed. He leaned against the door frame, his arms crossed over his chest.

		“We have a new checkers champion, Father.” Nell raised her hands to her head and formed a crown. “Me.”

		“And such a humble winner.” A weak smile turned up one side of Father’s mouth, and an uneasiness began to niggle Kat’s stomach. Something wasn’t right.

		While Father joined all four of the girls at the table, Tilda shuffled into the room and set a tea tray down on the mahogany table. She’d served the Sinclair family for ten years, and Kat would never forget how lovingly Tilda had cared for Mother until Mother’s death eight years ago. Tilda poured hot apple cider into the china cups and straightened up slowly.

		Kat lifted her cup and took in a deep breath, inhaling the fragrant steam, then took a lemon bar from the platter and passed the tray to Ida.

		“Her rule will be short-lived.” Ida squared her shoulders. “I’ll have my title and crown back next Sunday.”

		“My girls are headstrong, even while being fair flowers.” Father lifted his cup with finely kept hands. “That’s what helped me survive losing your mother.” After a drink of cider, he returned his cup to the table. “I have news, girls, and I’m counting on that independent spirit of yours.”

		While Kat considered what kind of news would have Father counting on their independence, she swallowed the last bite of lemon cookie.

		“What kind of news, Father?” Nell asked the question before Kat could get it out.

		“My job here is being terminated in May of the coming year.”

		“That’s awful.” Vivian’s empty cup clinked against the saucer. “They can’t do that!”

		Nell frowned at Vivian’s pessimism—a battle Nell and Vivian engaged in often. “You’ll find something soon, Father,” she said. “I’m just sure of it.”

		“Nell’s right.” Kat couldn’t believe she’d said that. Her father had worked for Wyatt Locomotive for as long as she could remember, and there weren’t many other prospects here in Portland. “May is still eight months away. You’ll probably find something even better by then.” She hoped her voice sounded more optimistic than she felt.

		Vivian scooted back her chair and folded her arms in a huff. “It makes no difference how much time they’ve given you. You’ve given them much more.”

		“Well, they haven’t let me go entirely,” he said, letting out a sigh. “They’ve offered me a job overseeing their locomotive engineers in Paris.”

		Nell gasped and Vivian shrieked. Sassy jumped off Vivian’s lap and scurried for cover. Kat sat still, stunned.

		Father was taking a job in France.

		While most writers might find a place like Paris exotic and alluring, Kat didn’t. She liked living in Maine. Portland had been their home all her life. This was where Mother lived and died.

		Ida pinched the bridge of her nose, signaling one of her headaches was coming on. “I can’t leave Portland, Father. I’m only halfway through my secretarial course here.”

		“Yes,” he said. “I’ve thought about that.” The clock began to chime, and Father waited for the fourth and final chime to sound before he continued speaking. “This house belongs to the company,” he said, pressing his hand against the arm of his chair. “They are only providing me with a one-room apartment in Paris.”

		The niggle in Kat’s stomach fast became a churning. She couldn’t believe that Father was leaving them behind. At nearly nineteen, she should be ready for this, but with their mother gone, he was all they had left.

		“You’re leaving us here?” Nell asked, her voice shallow.

		“I don’t get to go to Paris?” Vivian whispered.

		Father rose from his chair and strolled to the fireplace. Pulling Mother’s picture off the mantel, he stared at it, as if drawing strength from her. “I have to do this,” he said. “I don’t see any other way.”

		Her father looked so forlorn that Kat almost stood up to give him a hug. She didn’t like it, but she knew the decision to take the job had to be as difficult for him as it was for them. “We’ll be fine, Father.”

		“I know you will, Kat. I have faith in each one of you. Your mother did a fine job of raising you to be exceptional young women.” Father returned the photograph to the mantel. “I need to know that you four will be well cared for until I return, so I’ve arranged for Vivian and Ida to stay with your aunt Alma here in Portland until they finish their schooling. Then they’ll join you and Nell in Colorado.”

		“Colorado?” Nell’s voice quivered.

		“Yes. I think Colorado will be the best place for you,” he said, his eyes sad. “Towns are growing fast there, and the mountains are grand, and I’ve had many occasions for business there.” Father returned to his cup and took a long drink. “There are good, solid men there, and as much as it hurts me to see you go, Colorado is a land of opportunity. That’s what I want for my girls.”

		Questions piled upon questions, leaving Kat feeling a bit queasy. What was Father talking about? Opportunities for what? And what did men in Colorado have to do with her and Nell? Kat glanced at Ida for answers, but her big sister looked just as dumbfounded as she felt.

		“After the war, many men from the East moved out west, where they’re making good wages in the mines, railroads, and businesses. Some are even striking it rich. Vivian isn’t of the age for a husband yet. The rest of you are, and I’m afraid it’s time to start looking.” He shook his head. “Ida will finish her studies first, but I want the two of you to wire advertisements to the Cripple Creek Prospector in Cripple Creek, Colorado.”

		“Advertisements?” The one word was all Kat could choke out.

		“Yes, poppet. Advertisements for husbands.”

		Kat pulled her napkin to her face and tried to hide her dismay. Traveling west to look for husbands was one thing. But advertising in a newspaper for one was another matter entirely. It just wasn’t something that well-bred ladies did.

		But one look at her father’s pained face made her realize that everything had changed.

	
		TWO
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		1896, Cripple Creek, Colorado

		Kat tried to block out the clickety-clack of the train wheels as she wrote in her journal.

		
			An adventure. That’s what I’ll call this journey Nell and I are on. It’s not so much a romantic tale as it is an adventure story. The story of two sisters—

		

		“My name’s Lucille Reger. My mother and I are going to see my aunt.”

		Kat laid her pencil in her journal and looked up at the girl who sat in the train seat across from her.

		“I’m Kat Sinclair,” she said, studying the young passenger. Lucille had boarded the train in Colorado Springs with her mother, who now slouched in the seat opposite Nell, sleeping as if she hadn’t closed her eyes in days. The girl had had her nose poked in a worn copy of Grimm’s Fairy Tales for most of the journey, but now the book sat on her lap. “And this is my sister Nell.”

		Nell looked up from the letter she held and gave the girl a warm nod. “Hello, Lucille.”

		“Are you writing a book, Miss Kat Sinclair?”

		“This is just my journal.” Kat closed the soft leather cover. “My sister and I left Maine the better part of a week ago, and I’ve been writing about our journey.”

		Pulling another letter from the bundle in her lap, Nell looked over at Kat, a brow raised. “You could write a book, you know, if you set your mind to it.”

		“Thank you, but—”

		“I’d read your book if it had princesses in it,” Lucille volunteered. “Or an evil witch.” The train snaked around another mountain, and the girl’s barley-sugar curls bounced at her shoulders. “Do you write about those things?”

		“Sometimes I do write about my sister.”

		Nell elbowed her. “The good princess.”

		“I just like to write poetry and record things in my journal. I’m not a real writer.”

		Nell huffed. “What do you call writing for the Portland Press Herald?” Sunlight streaked through the window, highlighting her freckles.

		“I call it a thing of the past.” She’d written two articles for the paper, and it was not a regular job by any stretch of the imagination. Kat appreciated her sister’s encouragement, but now that she was moving out West to marry a miner, journal writing was probably as close as she’d come to being a writer. It was probably best that she concentrate on this new chapter—life in Colorado with Mr. Patrick Maloney Kat returned the journal to her bag and pulled out her own bundle of letters. It was a much shorter stack than Nell’s.

		They’d only been corresponding with their grooms-to-be for three months, but they were the most hopeful weeks she and her sisters had enjoyed since Father announced his move to Paris. Kat couldn’t believe she was finally going to meet Patrick.

		Lucille held up the book in her hand. “I’m reading ‘Cinderella.’ It’s my favorite story. What are you reading?”

		“These are letters from my own prince.” Nell smiled, her eyes sparkling.

		Lucille’s blue eyes widened. “You have a prince?” Nell slid her intended’s hand-tinted photograph out of a worn envelope on her lap. “This is my Judson Archer,” she said, gazing at his face for probably the twentieth time this week.

		“He does look like a prince.” Lucille’s curls bounced as she nodded.

		Nell tapped the bundle in Kat’s lap. “My sister has one too.”

		Lucille looked up at Kat. “Do you have a picture of your prince?”

		Kat wasn’t inclined to call Patrick Maloney a prince. She’d never so much as met the man, but he was a foreman for a big mine, he wanted a wife, and he had sent her train fare. That had seemed to be enough to ease Father’s mind, so Kat tried to be optimistic. She pulled Patrick’s photo from the folds of his last letter. She’d received it the day Father announced that Kat and Nell couldn’t wait until June to wed the two men who wanted them for wives. The next day she and Nell had boarded the westbound train in Portland.

		Kat scooted to the edge of the seat to show the tintype to Lucille. The girl shook her head. “I like his chin, but I don’t think a prince wears a hat like that.”

		This girl was much too precocious for her own good. In the picture, Patrick wore a bowler with the eye of a peacock feather secured in the band. But a man’s clothing hardly disqualified him as a prince, or as an appropriate husband. She could think of a dozen quick responses to the child’s observation but thought it best to hold her tongue.

		“Did you see my Judson’s ocean blue eyes?” Nell continued to gaze at her photograph.

		“The photographs are hand-tinted, Nell. You can be sure it’s an embellished coloring.”

		“Devotion swirls in their deep pools.”

		Devotion swirls in their deep pools. Kat sighed. To think, she’d been the one accused of florid prose.

		She looked down and studied Patrick’s solid Irish face and well-trimmed handlebar mustache. Skimming his jaw with her fingertip, Kat imagined the feel of manly stubble. “Do you know what this cleft in Patrick’s chin means?”

		“That he’s as stubborn as a mule.” Nell giggled, and Lucille mimicked her.

		“It’s the mark of a decisive man.” She’d made up the theory, but it did seem likely, given the brevity she’d seen in Patrick’s letters. So what if he wasn’t as long-winded as Nell’s Judson? He had simply made up his mind more quickly. Plus, he worked as a foreman at the Mary McKinney Mine and volunteered with the fire brigade, so he was obviously an industrious man as well.

		“Mrs. Judson Archer.” Her sister’s wistful whisper sounded like a flute in a romantic rhapsody as she picked up one of the letters and began to read. “‘My dearest Nell, I’m counting the days until you arrive in Cripple Creek and become my beloved wife. The fifth of June is far too many days away.’”

		Patrick was obviously too busy with work to write incessantly. And probably too shy to go on about such personal feelings, but that was all right with Kat. She could do any writing that needed to be done.

		“He said the fifth of June. This is only April twenty-eighth.” Lucille stood to reach for the letter, nearly falling on top of them before she sat back down.

		“Our father had to leave Maine sooner than expected, so we had to move up our trip.” Nell tucked Judson’s picture and the letter back into its crumpled envelope and slipped the bundle into her satchel. “We sent telegrams to let them know we were leaving Maine several weeks early.” Nell brushed at the soot that spotted her dress sleeve.

		“I want to see your princes. Will they be at the depot?”

		Kat raised an eyebrow. Lucille sounded much too dreamy for a child her age.

		“Yes, they’ll be there.” Nell studied the empty ring finger on her left hand.

		“Are you marrying them tonight?”

		A nervous giggle escaped Nell’s closed lips.

		Kat sighed. Her sister was much too patient with the girl. “No.”

		“Kat’s prince sent us the name of a boardinghouse where we can live until we’re married.”

		Kat gave Nell her look that said enough was enough.

		“She’s just curious,” Nell whispered.

		“You’re encouraging her to be meddlesome.”

		The train’s rhythm had slowed as it made its final ascent up the narrow track that gripped the edge of the mountainside, like a cat climbing a gnarly tree trunk.

		The conductor opened the car door, and a blast of cold air followed him into the compartment and stirred Lucille’s mother.

		“What?” The woman asked the question of her daughter, who pointed at the pudgy man with the wire-rim spectacles. He hitched his thumb between the buttons on his striped vest. “Fifteen minutes to the Cripple Creek Depot, folks.”

		Nell glanced down at her soiled calico travel dress. “We’re a frightful pair…covered from our curls to our boots with soot. I do wish we had time to freshen up at the boardinghouse before we meet our future husbands.”

		“We’ll just have to do our best with what we have,” Kat sighed. “Since they’ll be the ones taking us and our trunks to the boardinghouse.” She pulled a handkerchief and a mirror from her reticule, and Nell followed her lead.

		Once Kat was satisfied that she’d done all she could to look her best for the man she’d soon call her husband, she twisted toward the window for a better view of her new home. The sight stole her breath. Clouds bubbled up over a tree-lined ridge, and the tops of wooden roofs peeked out from under the naked branches. The city was much larger than she expected. Snowcapped mountains surrounded the town like the fluted white edges of Mother’s favorite bowl. Pikes Peak loomed to the east, and the sun spread fingers of light across the purple robes that adorned the stand of mountains to the west. Kat wanted to retrieve her journal, but there wasn’t time to write much.

		“Those are the great Rocky Mountains,” Lucille’s mother whispered, adjusting the pearl-tipped pin in her hat.

		Just then, the trains shrill whistle blew, signaling their arrival. Kat buckled her satchel and positioned her hat, pinning it solidly into place, while Nell pulled her wool coat off her lap and smoothed the velvet collar.

		Kat bent toward the window, looking for any sign of a bowler with a peacock feather, but the pressing crowd gathered on the platform made it difficult.

		“There’s been a fire.” Kat sucked in her breath and pointed to the scorched depot building. Nell nodded and looked up at the charred hillsides surrounding the station. “What have we gotten ourselves into?” Kat whispered.

		Nell squared her shoulders. “We knew it would be different,” she said, trying to sound confident. “We’ll be fine. You’ll see.”

		They had to be. Father was thousands of miles away in France, and Ida and Vivian were depending on the two of them to forge a fresh start for all four of the Sinclair sisters.

		The train finally screeched and squawked to a stop, and its passengers jumped into motion. Men stuffed newspapers into their bags and donned wide-brimmed felt hats and derbies. The three other women in the car adjusted hairpins and shawls, and reached for the arms of the men who accompanied them.

		Clutching their bags, Kat and Nell joined the others in the aisle that would lead them back to solid ground and to their princes.
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		Nell watched as the young woman ahead of her took her husbands arm. They crossed the threshold and laughed, and a longing for such comforts stirred deep inside her.

		Soon it would be her crossing thresholds with Judson Archer.

		Passengers near the door at the front of the car pulled their wraps and overcoats off the pegs. As Nell neared the exit, she shrugged into her cape and buttoned it, pulling the fabric tight around herself.

		They stepped onto the platform and moved, like sheep, with the crowd. As people branched off, greeting those who came to meet them, the crowd thinned, and Nell looked about for any sign of their intendeds.

		There was no one on the platform who resembled Judson, and Mr. Maloney’s peacock feather would be hard to miss. “They’re not here, Kat.”

		“I’m sure they’ll be here.” The tight set of Kat’s jaw contradicted her words.

		“Where’s your prince?” Her eyes wide, Lucille stood in front of her, several steps behind her mother and the woman Nell presumed was her aunt.

		Kat was right—she’d said too much to the child. The girl was a stranger, and a young one at that, and now Nell felt obligated to address questions she couldn’t answer.

		“They were probably delayed at work. After all, we did surprise them with our news of an early arrival.” Nell looked at Kat. Her sister’s raised eyebrows and closed lips gave no indication of a plan to jump in with help. “Or maybe it was just a missed communication. It’s not all that surprising. So much can go wrong with sending a wire.”

		“Come along, Lucille,” the girl’s mother called from the depot door. The girl turned away reluctantly, her shoulders sagging. Nell sighed. She’d learned her lesson—they wouldn’t tell anyone else why they had come.

		Within minutes, their two trunks were the only baggage left on the platform. Everyone else had gone and they were alone. The late-morning sun glared in Nell’s eyes.

		Nell plopped down on her trunk. “We wired them. They should be here.”

		“We’ll wait fifteen more minutes.” Kat lowered herself down onto her trunk too.

		Nobody came.

		Half an hour later, Nell searched out a porter, who gave them directions to Hattie’s Boardinghouse. She tried to ignore the pity on his face as she made arrangements with him to have their trunks delivered.

		The sisters shuffled to the stairs and stepped off the depot platform onto a layer of slushy snow. Icy water seeped into Nell’s boot. A stiff wind had them clutching the brims of their hats as they walked to the front of the depot and onto the snow-laced road, but the sun felt warm on her face. She linked arms with Kat for stability as much as for camaraderie.

		Nell was happy to be off the train, even if their arrival wasn’t exactly what she’d imagined. Perhaps it was better this way anyway. When she did finally meet Judson in person, she would be clean and looking her best.

		They walked up the street towards the boardinghouse, past several burned-out businesses, dodging carts and burros and men. So many men. They were everywhere. On horses. Beside donkeys. Behind carts. All of them gawking at the sisters. Nell kept her eyes trained on the ground, but something caught her attention. A man, wearing a familiar hat. She stiffened, jerking Kat and nearly pulling her down.

		“Are you all right?” Kat asked, steadying her. “Did you stumble?”

		Nell shook her head and then pointed across the street. “That man there in front of the Cash and Carry.”

		“That’s…Patrick’s hat,” Kat said quietly. The man had his arm around a tiny woman in a red satin bodice. Her long blond hair was pulled to one side, cascading down her shoulder. She whispered something in his ear, and he threw his head back and laughed.

		“But it can’t be him.” Nell wanted to believe it couldn’t be Mr. Maloney—not with another woman on his arm. Not with a woman who wore a dress like that.

		Kat pulled away from Nell and started to storm across the street.

		Nell grabbed hold of Kat’s cape and yanked. She couldn’t let her sister make a fool of herself. “We need to find our lodging,” she said, pulling her sister back toward her. “Besides, you can’t be sure it’s Patrick. Men in bowler hats are probably a dime a dozen in these camps. You don’t want to start your new life here like this.”

		Nell watched the man open the door to Ollie’s Saloon and hold it open for the woman, and they both disappeared inside.

		Kat sighed and turned toward the boardinghouse. “I guess I’ll find out soon enough, either way.”

		Nell nodded and started walking up the street, dodging slushy puddles. Kat would find out soon enough. That’s what worried Nell.

	
		THERE
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		Kat sat on the sofa beside Nell in Widow Hattie’s parlor, bouncing her knee and fidgeting with the hem of her shirtwaist. Three teacups dotted the table in front of them, and music was playing on a new Edison phonograph in the corner.

		Kat was thankful for a comfortable place to stay, especially after she’d seen all the burned-out buildings and makeshift construction in town—much of it didn’t look habitable, let alone comfortable. But she wasn’t in a frame of mind for idle conversation. She and Nell had arrived at the boardinghouse just ahead of their trunks, with only enough time for a bath before their supper of roasted chicken and wild rice.

		Although the food was tasty, the mealtime was long on awkward exchanges with their landlady and the two couples who boarded here. Nell had redirected the conversation anytime Hattie or a fellow boarder broached the subject of the sisters’ reasons for coming to Cripple Creek. Everyone in the house knew Kat liked to write poetry and Nell liked to cook. They’d also heard all about Maine, and Ida and Vivian.

		The other boarders had disappeared upstairs, and now Kat needed to think. She needed to decide what to do about Mr. Patrick Maloney. Despite Nell’s insistence to the contrary, the man outside the grocer’s had to have been Kat’s intended. Greased brown hair. A handlebar mustache. Irish men sporting handlebar mustaches were probably as plentiful in gold mining camps as flies were in a stable, but Kat doubted that more than one of them wore a bowler cocked to one side with a peacock feather tucked into the band.

		Their landlady perched on the edge of a wing-back chair across from them, and Kat couldn’t help but expect the chair to topple over. Hattie lifted her cup and saucer from the table and peered at them over her cup. “Now why don’t you girls tell me why you’re here.”

		Kat met Nell’s wide-eyed gaze.

		“You’re unattached, am I right?” Hattie lowered her cup and sat back in her chair.

		“Nell and I are not married, ma’am.” Kat sipped tea. It was hot, but too sweet.

		“Well, most not married girls who come to Cripple Creek teach school.” The woman’s gray eyebrows arched in a sort of question mark.

		Nell shifted in her chair. “Mrs. Adams—”

		“Call me Hattie.”

		“Hattie, then.” Nell glanced at Kat. “During supper you mentioned your husband, George. How did the two of you meet?”

		Hattie looked up at the sisters, her eyes sparkling like polished silver. “You two sisters have to be the most tight-lipped folks on the face of the earth.”

		“We heard how beautiful it was here.” Kat said quickly, glancing toward the window. “But the view from the train nearly took my breath away. We have the ocean in Maine, but these mountains are spectacular.”

		“I say this might be the most fun I’ve had since my George died,” Hattie said, rubbing her hands together. “I love guessing games. Let’s see. You’re not teachers. Very few not married girls come here for business, other than the shady kind conducted on Myers Avenue.” Kat felt herself blush, but Hattie didn’t even turn pink. “And if they come to do that, they certainly don’t stay with me. You girls aren’t that sort, so…”

		Kat realized the woman wasn’t one to give up…ever. “Our father is in the locomotive business and has contacts here,” she said, hoping that would be enough to satisfy the woman.

		“Your father is here in Cripple Creek?”

		“No ma’am,” Kat admitted reluctantly. “He’s in Paris.”

		“Paris, France? He must be a real hoity-toity, doing that kind of gadding about.”

		Kat couldn’t help but smile that a woman who owned a house with electric lights, running water, carpeting, and mahogany furnishings was calling her father wealthy. She’d find out the truth soon enough.

		Tapping her fleshy chin, Hattie pushed up from the chair and turned off the phonograph. “So, what we have here are two single sisters whose father moved to Paris and left them behind.”

		Nell set her rattling teacup and saucer on the table and straightened. “Father didn’t exactly—”

		Hattie wagged her finger at Nell. “Your wire said you only needed the room for a night or two. Is that all you’ll be in town?”

		Kat couldn’t take this guessing game any longer. Never mind that it meant giving up their privacy. “Ma’am, have you ever heard of a man named Patrick Maloney?”

		Hattie nodded and sank into the wing-backed chair. Kat’s heart sank with her.

		“Just about everybody in town has. That one’s taken to the drink. ‘Pickled Paddy,’ they call him. What business do you have with him?”

		Kat’s eyes filled with tears, and she fought to keep them from spilling over. She’d chosen a drunk for a groom.

		“My stars! You said you weren’t married, not that you weren’t attached…” Hattie cupped her face, her eyes the size of silver dollars. “Mail-order brides—you two girls are mail-order brides!”

		Nell pursed her lips and cast a glance at Kat, then bobbed her head.

		“Oh.” Staring at Kat, the woman shook her head. “Oh no. Not Paddy Maloney?”

		Kat nodded, and a tear slipped down her cheek.

		“Letters?”

		“Yes.” Kat took a sip of tea to steady herself. “He failed to mention the drinking, or that he had another woman.”

		“Another woman?”

		“He didn’t show up at the train station today, but on the way here, we saw him out in front of the Cash and Carry. He wasn’t alone.” Whispering the accusation hadn’t made the words sting any less.

		“You saw him at the grocery with another woman?” Hattie clucked her tongue. “Today is Tuesday.” Their landlady shook her head, as if that made everything clear.

		“What’s wrong with Tuesdays at the grocery?” Kat wasn’t sure she wanted to know, but she had to know now.

		“You girls are greener than grapes on a vine.”

		Kat opened her mouth to protest, but the woman was right—Father had protected them from sordid details. She hadn’t even realized it before, but now it seemed a cruel curse to be so naive.

		“One morning a week here, proper women stay away from town.” Hattie crossed her arms over her chest. “Tuesday mornings belong to the others for their shopping and such.”

		The others?

		“Oh.” A sudden heat climbed Kat’s neck and face. How was she to marry a man she’d seen with a…strumpet?

		She didn’t want to admit the answer. She couldn’t. But if she didn’t marry Patrick, what was she going to do?

		Two hours later, Kat lay in bed, holding her breath and listening for Nell’s soft snore. Their landlady had clicked her door shut and turned out the lights in her room early, but Kat thought her sister would never tire of chattering about their new surroundings and settle down, let alone drift off to sleep. Kat didn’t dare tell Nell about her plan. She wouldn’t approve, and when Kat didn’t back down, Nell would insist on going with her.

		Satisfied that everyone in the house had settled in for the night, Kat slid out of bed. She carefully padded over to the chair where she’d laid her clothes. Once Kat was dressed, she pulled on her boots and quietly stepped into the hallway. The staircase creaked with each step, and she wondered why she’d even bothered to tiptoe. She slipped out the front door, pulling it closed softly behind her, and tugged her cape tight against the chilling wind. A full moon lit the street, and she hurried down the hill to Bennett Avenue. Ignoring the calls of the men that she passed, she marched up the boardwalk toward Ollie’s Saloon. She’d just passed the Cash and Carry when a grizzled man staggered out of the saloon in front of her.

		“Hey, doll, you got some sugar for me?” His words were slurred, and the odor of alcohol was so strong it made Kat’s eyes sting. Snickering, the bearded man lurched and grabbed at her bodice.

		Kat gasped and slapped the drunk’s hand away. He teetered, and she stepped out around him. Squaring her shoulders, she pushed open the door to the saloon.

		Smoke billowed from cigars and pipes, and raucous off-key piano music filled the room with noise. Revulsion churned her stomach, and her supper caught in her throat. She swallowed hard and pressed her gloved hand against her stomach. The sooner she left this place, the better, but first she needed to know if Patrick was here.

		Kat blinked and willed her eyes to adjust to the dim lighting. Then she wove her way through tables filled with men engaged in games of chance. Ignoring their leering stares and catcalls, she looked at every face and every hat, but none of them belonged to Patrick.

		“I said your tab’s full, and I meant it.” The male voice gained volume with each word. “Pay up or get out, Paddy.”

		Paddy.

		The titters of females drew Kat to the left wall, where a stocky bartender stood face to face with a man hunched on a stool. Two women stood on either side of him. She recognized the one with the blond hair from the Cash and Carry. The other wore a bustle and leaned in close to the man, her hand resting on his arm. Kat didn’t want to believe it was Patrick sitting between the women, but the hat with the peacock feather tucked into the band was undeniably his.

		“Mr. Maloney?”

		The man spun around and studied Kat from boot to bonnet. “Well, if I’m not the luckiest fellow alive. Pretty women are comin’ out of the woodwork lookin’ for me.” A smirk spreading across his whiskered face, he rubbed his chin just below the cleft.

		She was looking at the man in the photo, but the one in front of her wasn’t the man she’d agreed to marry. Kat pressed her hand to her roiling stomach again. “I am Miss Kat Sinclair.”

		His mouth dropped open, and he stood, balancing himself with one hand on the bar, nearly upsetting a small vase of posies in front of the blonde.

		“This the gal from Maine?” The question came from the bustled woman.

		Kat folded her arms, fighting the urge to scream. Why would such a woman know about Patrick’s personal business…her private matters? “I sent you a wire saying I’d arrive early, Mr. Maloney. Didn’t you receive it?”

		Patrick let go of the bar and swayed a little, then stood up and tugged his overalls smooth. “I’m sorry I wasn’t at the depot to meet you, ma’am, but you said you’d be here Tuesday.”

		“This is Tuesday.”

		His eyes wide, he removed his hat and held it against his chest. “My deepest apologies. Must’ve gotten my days mixed up. I assure you, Miss Sinclair, if I’da known you were coming, I never would have planned my party for tonight.”

		“That’s what you call this? A party?”

		Patrick stuffed his hat back on his head. “Ladies,” he said, gesturing toward Kat, “I’d like you to meet my lovely bride, Miss Kat Sinclair.”

		The woman from the Cash and Carry smiled, her red lips turning up at the corners. “I’d say I done a mighty swell job on them letters,” she said.

		Kat jerked. She felt like she’d been slapped in the face. “You didn’t even write the letters?”

		“Had a little help is all.” Patrick nodded, and the feather in his cap wagged. “No need to get your stockings tangled.”

		Kat looked up at him, feeling dazed and humiliated.

		“I have a house for you, and you can pretty it up to suit yourself. We can get hitched tomorrow.”

		“Hitching is something you do with a horse and a wagon, Mr. Maloney.” Kat stepped toward Paddy and looped her index finger over the bib of his coveralls, then pulled on it. With her other hand she grabbed the vase off the bar and dumped its contents, posies and all, down his front.

		Cheers echoing around her, Kat handed the vase to the woman from the Cash and Carry, then paraded through the crowd and out the door.

	
		FOUR

		[image: ]

		Lewis P. Whibley pulled a pair of denims over his union suit and grabbed a red shirt, a gift from a doe-eyed widow on the opposite side of Denver. Could’ve been afternoon by now for all he knew. Tucked away in this frosty downstairs room, he couldn’t tell morning from midnight. At least the price was right, especially since the old maid who owned this place had taken pity on him. There was something he could be proud of. He’d managed to outclass his daddy in the profession of con artist, although Lewis preferred the term charmer.

		He pulled a silver pocket watch out of his coat, hanging on the peg by the door, and rolled the timepiece in his hand. He’d charmed it from a Scottish miner last month. He glanced at the hands on the clock. 2:00 a.m.

		He’d left the saloon by 1:30 this morning. Had to have been at least 2:00 a.m. before his head hit the pillow. Lewis tried to reset the lazy mechanism. He wound the mainspring, then rapped the face of the watch, much like his mother had thumped his forehead to get him out of bed in the mornings. He stared at the second hand but saw no movement. Like most of the people in his life, the blasted thing refused to show him any charity. He shoved it back into the coat pocket and buttoned his shirt.

		Morning…noon…what’d it matter? One sour day rushed in on the heels of another in this hole. The only time of day that did matter to him was the hour his prey showed up and sat at his faro table. He was counting on them this week, since he wasn’t quite ready to leave Denver. He needed at least one more miner’s payout before he moved on. Two would be best. That is, if he didn’t wear out his welcome before then—a veritable hazard in his trade.

		Next to boatloads of cash he’d long spent, his favorite win had been a place in Cripple Creek. Almost a year ago. What a haul, and the greenhorn never saw the sting coming. That one had easy mark scrawled all over him—from the Easterner’s peacoat to the jingle bobs on his spurred work boots. A snicker bubbled up from Lewis’s gut. His job was more fun than was socially acceptable. Plus, he could be as lazy in the mornings as he pleased.

		Unfortunately, after that grand haul, he’d lost his good sense and failed to walk away in a timely manner. That costly mistake still pained him clear through to his backbone. His daddy had never lost anything that big.

		’Course he’d never won as much in one sitting as Lewis had either—three hundred big ones, a mule, a cook, and a place on a hillside. If only he’d quit playing before that lousy drunk stumbled down the sporting
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