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Chapter 1
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Fall 1888

Feet aching and shoulders slumped, Emma Cantrell trudged toward her small tenement. It was clear that she was not going to work as a governess in Philadelphia ever again. Her previous boss had made sure of that.

The spiteful Mrs. Buchanon had told everyone she knew, which was pretty much every well-off woman in town, that she had sacked Emma two weeks before for slapping her son.

Emma had not slapped the obnoxious little beggar. The young bully had dumped a bucket of water on her and saturated her with water, and she had given him a stern warning.

The second the words flew out of her mouth, she knew the child would rat on her. What she had not anticipated, though she should have, was his lying about it. She had also not anticipated the harsh punishment his mother had meted out.

Sacked on the spot without even being given the chance to explain what really happened. And because the woman was so upset, she had refused to pay Emma the money she was owed.

Since she had not been able to waste any time, Emma had plunged back into the labor market the following day. She had searched for a job daily ever since, but to no avail.

What am I going to do now? Emma’s steps slowed at that thought.

Being a governess was the only thing she knew how to do. She supposed a job at a café or cleaning a boarding house would be a possibility since she could also do those things. She had never used those skills to provide for her livelihood before but that did not mean that she couldn’t.

That is if anyone in town will hire me.

Everyone had probably heard about her supposed mistreatment of a child in her care. Between Mrs. Buchanon and all her associates, it was sure to be all over town by now.

Well, if no one in the city will hire me, I can always move to Nebraska. She shuddered at the thought.

Lorette had been begging her to come live on their farm with her and her family for the last couple of years. Emma would only move to Nebraska if she had no other choice left. She had never wanted to move to that God-forsaken place. Her sister seemed to love it there, but Emma had heard too many stories about the plains to want to go there.

The melancholia that was hovering over her today settled in for the duration. She did not want to move to the prairie. She sucked in a deep breath, her lower lip trembling, and tried to summon more optimistic thoughts.

Tomorrow will be better. My luck will change tomorrow. She would pray about it tonight.

Instead of looking for governess work, she would concentrate on cafes, boarding houses, and hotels. That thought improved her mood somewhat, so the rest of the walk home did not seem quite so long.

Resolute, she unlocked the door and stepped inside her cold apartment. She hated living in the tenement, but it was all she could afford on her meager salary. Shutting her front door behind her, Emma picked up her mail from the floor where it had landed when the mailman had slipped it through the slot in her door.

There was a note from the landlord reminding her that rent was due in two days. Sweat beaded on Emma’s brow. She would be out on the street if she did not come up with the money by then. Her landlord did not tolerate the rent being late. There were far too many other people the woman could rent the dump to.

Short on the rent after having to use some of the money for it to live off the last two weeks, she had been hoping to make it back. Homeless...she had never been homeless before.

Pushing that thought away she gazed down at the next envelope. It was from Buffalo Springs, but the writing was not her sister’s. Instead of Lorette’s beautiful flowing penmanship, it was addressed in small, cramped letters. Emma’s brow furrowed as she opened it and a train ticket slipped out and fluttered to the floor.

Emma’s empty hand flew to her mouth to stifle the gasp that escaped as she read the letter’s contents. Her hands shook. Poor Lorette! Bending down, she picked up the ticket and gazed at it through tear-filled eyes.

It looked like she would be going to Buffalo Springs after all, but only because of Lorette’s poor baby.
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The tinny sounds coming from the piano were like an annoying pest Matthew Hoffman wished he could bat off. Sweat beaded his forehead as he tried to focus on the cards in front of him.

It was a good game with money and property at stake, and someone was winning, but he sure wasn't that person. Glancing up at the beer-reddened face of Hustkins, he wondered if it was too late to withdraw his bet.

Of course, it is, you fool.

The snarl from his inner voice came just as Hustkins placed the cards in his hand down on the table with a smug, "Check."

Matthew's stomach clenched. This was the end. As if mocking him, his mind flashed back to a few minutes ago, when he had staked the money without a thought. He had been hoping to out-gamble the mayor. Now, where was he going to get the extra 500 dollars to spare?

"Do you have my money, Hoffman?" The gleam in Hustkins' eyes revealed his anticipation.

Matthew did have the money, but it was to buy more seed for the coming planting season and food for the livestock. He also needed to pay someone to finish cleaning and airing out the big house.

He had planned to do it himself but couldn't bring himself to go back into the house right now. He might never be able to enter it again. The memories would overwhelm him the minute he stepped inside.

Sucking in a deep breath to calm his racing heart, Matthew was only too aware that he had messed up this time. He had never bet that high before and had rarely ever lost a bet, so his confidence had gotten the best of him. He hesitated.

How could he hand over that much cash? He finished off his mug of beer. Maybe there was a chance for him to negotiate his fate a bit. It was worth a try.

As if reading his mind, Hustkins withdrew a pistol from his thick, brown jacket. He was still watching Matthew with an intense stare when he turned the weapon toward him.

The music was like a death march to his ears as Matthew withdrew the money without another hesitation. "That wasn't necessary," he told his drinking buddy with a nod at the gun as he tossed the notes on the table.

"It was," the other man said as he replaced the pistol and scooped up his money.

Matthew pushed back his chair and grabbed his hat.

"You're chickening out?" Hustkins smirked. "You're not even going to try to win your money back?"

Glaring at the man in reply, Matthew strode toward the door, his boots thumping on the creaky wooden floor. He clenched his teeth when the piano player cranked up a happy tune. He stalked out, slamming the door of the saloon on his way.

Outside, he let out a heavy sigh as he trudged through the newly fallen snow to get to the livery stable to pick up his horse. He had taken this same walk several times over the past couple of weeks, but this was the first night he was sober.

Snowflakes fluttered from the gray sky, but the snow would dissipate soon. Winter was coming. He prayed it would be a mild winter so he would not have to buy much feed for the cattle. At least, he had a while to earn the money before the planting season began.

Matthew had looked forward to planting season every year since he was four. That was the year he had first joined his father and brother in the fields. That first year, he had ended up chasing insects and falling asleep under a cottonwood tree. For the first time since that day, he would face planting season alone with no help. He wasn't looking forward to it at all.

That thought alone made Matthew want to head back to the saloon and order two more mugs of beer. But then the memory of the new wooden crosses in the small plot behind the big house would return, and soon he would be buying five more.
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Chapter 2
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Matthew rode home, still in disbelief over the deaths of his brother and his brother’s family. Four of his loved ones, all gone on the same day. They had all fallen ill at the same time. None of them were strong enough to care for the others or to even alert him or the neighbors for help.

His home was on the farm, but it was far away from the big house, so they only saw each other daily during the planting, harvest, and calving seasons. Otherwise, they were each busy with their own tasks.

During slower times, Matthew would take his horse down to share dinner with them three or four days a week. It didn't make him feel any better to remember that he was to have visited them for dinner the day they took ill. Instead, he had postponed the visit until Sunday, three days later, because of a horse he had been trying to sell.

If he had been there, if he had bothered to show up as planned, he would have known they were sick. He would have taken care of all four of them, and none of them would have died. But he had stayed home, instead. He rubbed at a pain in his chest.

Matthew had been shoeing his horse near his stables the morning after his canceled dinner when a neighbor had rushed over. O'Dell had shouted at him to hop on his rattling buggy with him and had raced back
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