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THERE WEREN’T MANY places to hide a gun while pretending to be a lady. 

“You can’t walk like that.” Charity frowned as I hobbled across the rough wood floor. 

“Like what?” I shifted my weight and kicked my foot at the heavy skirt. The dress fell all the way to the floor, and the neckline swept up to cover my normally exposed cleavage. I hadn’t worn a dress this concealing since I was fifteen. 

“Like you’ve got a six-shooter shoved up your coochie,” Maggie stated. 

“It’s not shoved there,” I mumbled. “And it’s not a six-shooter.”

“Pity,” Maggie said. “Good place to keep one.” 

Charity covered her mouth to hide her laughter. Surely Maggie wasn’t serious, but the woman had never cracked a joke in all the years I knew her. 

“Maybe the gun isn’t necessary,” I said. 

“’Course it is.” Maggie grunted. You’d think Maggie was an old woman for all her bossing and grouching, but she was only ten years older than me. Though in the world of working girls, thirty-five was ancient. 

“I don’t even know how to use it.” In fact, the gun made me nervous. Charity had strapped this one to my leg, so I hadn’t even touched it. I’d only touched a gun once in my life and I didn’t like to think about that night, or any of the nights that followed. 

“Point and pull the trigger.” I felt Maggie’s eyes roll with her words. 

I sighed. If only it was that easy. 

“You probably won’t even need it,” Charity said. She smiled and it softened her features, making her look even younger than her eighteen years. I thought for the hundredth time how she didn’t belong here. None of us did, but especially not Charity. 

Maggie grunted at Charity’s words but didn’t say anything more. She shoved a few more items in my suitcase then thrust it toward me. 

“If you plan on doing this, you’d better get to it.” Maggie turned away before I could say anything and busied herself by fluffing the pillows on the bed and tugging at the sheets. She smacked the pillows roughly and dust drifted through the air. I thought I heard her sniff, but it was probably on account of all the dust in the air. 

“Here,” Charity held up my handbag. “All us girls contributed what we could. It’s not much, but you shouldn’t leave with nothin’.” The purse was heavier than I’d ever felt it. I blinked away tears.

“I can’t take these from you.” I tried to give the bag back. The girls had nothing. Any coins they scrimped together didn’t need to be wasted on me. 

“You take those coins and make a new life for yourself, Sierra.” Maggie’s words were forceful, like she could fluff me the same way she’d manhandled the bed pillows. 

“All of you deserve better lives.” It was true. They deserved it as much as me. 

“Everything comes in time,” Maggie said. “I remember the day you came in clinging to your momma’s skirts. Such a tiny thing, all dark curls and wide eyes. I knew you weren’t meant for this life, and I wish I could’ve sent your momma away and told her to never look back, but I was too young and your momma too desperate. This is my chance to help you.” 

“Go on,” Charity said. “You know you can’t stay. Not with Preston hanging around all the time.” 

My shoulders tensed at the mention of the cattle baron’s name. Preston didn’t need to haunt my dreams. He haunted every night and waking hour of my life. 

“But what if he hurts one of the other girls?” 

“He’s not the same with them,” Maggie brushed away a strand of my hair then gently held my arm. I couldn’t help wincing where she touched my hidden bruises. “Who knows why he acts the way he does, but it’s only you that makes him crazy.” 

It seemed every man in the saloon had told me I made him crazy. Those were the only words I remembered from my one and only night with Jackson. The saloon owner had said he never had a girl that made him so crazy. So crazy he pulled out his pistol. No, I wouldn’t think of that now, not when I was so close to escaping all of it. 

“You just gotta put enough miles between you and this place before they realize you’re gone.” Maggie had been over this plan many times with me, but I was still nervous. I could take a beating from Jackson or Preston, but I couldn’t stand it if they hurt one of the other girls because of me. Maggie pressed a piece of paper into my hand. It was worn and thin in my hand from the hours I’d spent folding and unfolding it. The hours I’d spent dreaming of a new life. 

“You got a new man waiting for you, and he’s gonna be good to you.” Maggie looked into my eyes and her gaze was so hard and fierce, I could almost believe her words were true. 

“I’ve never known a man like that,” I whispered. 

“But you will,” Maggie said. Charity sighed and I imagined she was dreaming of finding herself such a man. I wondered for a moment if she should go instead of me. She was younger, better with children. She’d probably do a much better job of taking care of this man and his children than I would. But my body and heart still ached from last night with Preston, and for the first time in my life I felt a flare of hope. Hope that maybe something good would come my way for once. Hope that I did deserve a better life and maybe I would find it. 

“I made a lot of men hard in my time, Sierra. After all those dicks, my heart was harder than any of them, but I care about you girls, and I want you to have a better life. You’re in control now. Don’t turn out like me. Don’t let your past harden your heart.”  

I knew Maggie wanted me to find more than just a good life with the man I was going to work for, but I barely had hope in my heart. There wasn’t any room for love. I would care for this man’s children and his household, but if I never saw another dick in my life, it would be too soon. I’d spent enough time on my back to last me a lifetime, and the last thing I wanted to think about was inviting another man into my bed. 

“I hope he’s handsome,” Charity giggled. 

“He’s probably old and crippled if he needs my help.” I couldn’t help being negative. The last thing I needed was them hoping for some kind of happily ever after. That’s not what girls like me got. 

“He’s a widower,” Maggie said. “With three kids that need a motherly figure, and they’ll be lucky to have you.”

“Well, it can’t be any worse than the work I do here.” I shifted nervously, and the gun dug into the tender flesh of my inner thigh. 

“It could also be much better.” Maggie kissed my cheek gruffly and spun me toward the window. “Out with you or you’ll miss your train.” 

“Jackson knows you were with Preston last night, so he won’t expect to see you ‘til later,” Charity said quietly. 

I nodded. Everything was going to plan so far. Jackson was passed out drunk and would hopefully stay that way until my train was beyond the Missouri state line and well into Kansas. By the day after tomorrow, I would be in Colorado. 

None of the saloon girls ever left. Jackson wouldn’t see it coming. Once a girl worked for Jackson, she always worked for him. It didn’t even cross his mind that any of us would be bold enough to go against him. Bold enough to leave. 

Charity opened the window and I winced at the loud creaking of the hinges. The alley was empty below, and it was too early for anyone to be lurking around the saloon. 

I swung my leg out the window as Charity tied a rope to my suitcase handle. Maggie gripped my arm as I maneuvered over the ledge. A loud bang echoed from below, and I nearly lost my grip. 

“What was that?” I panted with the effort of holding myself up. 

Maggie opened her mouth to reply as a shout tore through the saloon. 

“Charity!” Jackson’s voice roared up the stairs and echoed off the walls. 
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CHARITY FLINCHED AND looked wildly at Maggie. 

“Go on.” Maggie jerked her head toward the door. “I can handle this.” 

Charity hurried out of the room, closing the door quietly so no one would hear which room she’d come from. 

“This isn’t going to work,” I said. 

“Don’t start that now,” Maggie ordered. “Everything will be fine. It’s not too far to the ground. Lower yourself down and I’ll help you get as close as you can.” Maggie gripped my arms tightly as I dangled out the window. The ground felt far away, but I only fell a few feet when Maggie released me. I landed on my feet and reached up for my suitcase. 

Maggie let the rope drop to the ground and I untied it from the handle. Then she dropped my handbag and parasol down and snapped the window shut. 

I stood for a moment staring up, thinking Maggie might lean out one more time and give me one more piece of advice. One more piece of encouragement. But I knew the woman had spoken more this morning than she did in a whole week, and she’d probably already left my room and moved on to her morning chores. 

She didn’t have time for being sentimental, and neither did I. 

I needed to catch my train, and I didn’t want to hang around in the alley anyway. Anyone could walk by and see me standing here, and my new life would be over before it even got started. 

The alley stunk to high heaven. I carefully stepped around the trash and dried vomit. I couldn’t just look the part of a lady – I had to smell like it too. I certainly didn’t want to show up at the train station reeking of a whorehouse back alley. 

The sun beat down on me, and I was grateful for the small parasol Maggie had insisted I take. I didn’t get out of the saloon much, so it felt like my face was on fire. With the parasol shading me, I walked down the main road as confidently as I could. There hadn’t been rain in days, and the road was hard-packed. The dry spell was unusual, and the small blessing bolstered the bubble of hope growing inside me. I could shake a little dust out of my clothes. Mud would have caused a much bigger mess.  

I walked most of the way without seeing anyone. As I approached the train station, I paused at the number of people crowding the platform. Judging by the clock on the side of the station, I didn’t have long to wait. I stuck to the edges of the crowd and tried to shield my face with the parasol. No one looked twice at me, but my stomach still churned. My hands were clammy with cold sweat. 

At last, the ground rumbled with the coming of the train. I watched as steam billowed up from the horizon and then the engine came into view. I’d never been on a train before or even seen one this close. I could hear it from my room at the saloon, but hearing it and seeing it were very different. I unconsciously took a step back as the train chugged into the station and came to a stop. I bumped into a solid form behind me. I stepped away quickly and turned to apologize. 

“I’m sorry, I –” Words failed me when I saw the familiar silver toed boots of Preston McKlellan. I didn’t dare look up, but my eyes were drawn like a parched horse to water. 

“No harm done,” Preston scarcely looked at me. He tipped his hat and strode forward with the rest of the crowd boarding the train. 

He didn’t recognize me. I nearly laughed, and a bubble rose up in my chest. I clamped down on the emotion because if I started laughing now, I might never stop, and my hysterics would certainly draw his eye. 

I knew I looked different in this dress, with my hair tucked under a bonnet, and without the makeup I usually wore, but I still couldn’t process that Preston had barely acknowledged me. He had also been civil. That wasn’t a side of him I was accustomed to seeing. 

I took a deep breath and dug my ticket out of my purse. 

This was it. 

I was going to board this train and leave this town, and my life behind. Nerves and excitement twisted in my stomach. My hand shook as I held my ticket out to be punched. 

“Welcome aboard, miss,” the trainmaster tipped his hat. “Do you need help with your luggage?” 

I hadn’t expected the trainmaster to speak to me. I’m sure I stood there with my mouth open for far too long. Finally, I managed to stutter a reply, “No, no thank you. I can manage.” 

I hauled myself and my small suitcase up the steps and onto the train. My heart was nearly beating out of my chest as I entered the second passenger car and found my seat. My eyes scanned the other seats quickly, but I didn’t see Preston in this car. He was likely in first class. 

“I can get that for you, miss,” a man jumped up from his seat and reached for my suitcase. I flinched away from him but managed not to fall down. 

“Sorry, you startled me.” I tried to laugh away the way my body had reacted. “Thank you. Feels like I packed everything I own.” 

The man chuckled and heaved my luggage into the overhead bin. 

I nearly collapsed into my seat and clutched my purse to keep from wringing my hands. I was so close to escape, but the train was still in the station. Out my window, all I could see was the road that would take me back to the saloon. 

Just as the train whistled and the engine groaned with movement, the door to the car flew open with a bang. 

I jumped in my seat, but I wasn’t the only one startled by the sound. Everyone swiveled to look at the door as a figure ducked through. 

My breath stopped in my chest. I could do nothing but stare at those blasted silver tipped boots as Preston strode into the aisle. 

“Pardon, I went to the wrong car,” he said with a chuckle. From the answering giggles, I knew he’d turned his dimpled grin toward the other women in the car. I fiddled with my purse and tried to look busy as he strode past me and took a seat somewhere near the back of the car. 

I looked out the window as the town disappeared. I tried to slow my breathing. I could do this. I would get to Colorado and Preston would be none the wiser. He probably wasn’t going all the way to Colorado anyway. I tried to remember if he’d said anything last night that might give me a clue about where he was headed, but Preston wasn’t much of a conversationalist. He’d said ‘see you tomorrow night, honey’ as he was tucking his dick in and leaving my room. 

If he planned to see me tonight, he wouldn’t be traveling far. Hopefully he was just going to the next town over, near the state line. 

I breathed in slowly and tried to release some of the tension in my body. The gun pressed into my thigh when I shifted, and my breath caught. Could I really use that on someone? On Preston? 

The feel of steel against my flesh helped ground me. I distracted myself by thinking through everything I knew about the man in Colorado. It wasn’t much. What little I knew only served to stir my nerves again. 

At least Preston was a known quantity. I didn’t know anything about this man in Colorado. He was a horse rancher and had three little ones. His wife was dead, and he needed someone to look after his home and children. 

I would be working as a nanny, and that was all. If this man thought I’d be his next wife or keep his bed warm, I’d turn around and head right back to the saloon.

Still, that cursed little pocket of hope fluttered in my chest and made me believe everything would work out. 

I needed a little hope in my life. I didn’t have anything else. 
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I HADN’T BEEN INTO town in months. I tried to avoid coming in and usually just sent Clint, my ranch hand, to fetch supplies or run errands. My horse, Max, sensed my unease. He pawed at the ground and tossed his head. 

“Easy, boy.” I soothed him with a pat on his neck. He didn’t care for town either. “Train should be in soon,” I said to Clint. 

“If it’s on time,” he replied. 

“Does it run late often?” 

Clint nodded. 

I squinted at the horizon and held my hand up to measure the hours of daylight left. 

“How late do you reckon it’ll be?” We could still make it back to the ranch if the train was only an hour late. 

“Depends,” Clint shrugged. “I could check at the depot. See if they have any updates.” 

“No, just get our supplies. I’ll go check.” 

“You sure? Remember what happened last time.” I could see the amused glint in his eye. He was always up for trouble, especially if I started it. That’s why he was my right-hand man. We had history together, and I knew he had my back. 

“I’ll play nice,” I said. “Promise.” 

Clint laughed. “The day you play nice is the day daisies sprout from my head.” He tugged the reigns of his horse and steered the wagon off the main road toward the general store. 

“I’m always nice,” I muttered to his back. That was partly true. I made an effort to be nice these days. I tried to set a good example for my children and live a life Mary would have been proud of. She had been the nice one. The calm one. And now, without her around, it took more effort to keep my cool. Especially when I came into town. 

The depot was a shack at the end of the road. It leaned too far to the left, and the porch was missing a step. The boards creaked under my feet as I pushed open the door and stepped inside. Light came in through two windows that faced the tracks. Dust hung in the air. 

“Can I help you?” A stout man sat behind the sagging counter. He looked over the top of his glasses at me. 

“Do you know what time the train from Cedar Pass will be in today?” I asked. 

“Scheduled for 4:10 this afternoon.”

“It’s on time?” 

“Didn’t say that. Just said it’s scheduled for 4:10.” 

I took a deep breath before carefully choosing my next words. 

“I heard it might be late today. Do you have any updates?” 

“I get updates sometimes but don’t know if anything has come through today. Yesterday it was running about two hours off schedule.” 

I tried to tell myself the man wasn’t being intentionally difficult. He was probably just stupid or lazy. Or both. 

“You have a good day.” I tipped my hat stiffly and stalked out of the shack. 

Clint was waiting outside with a shit-eating grin on his face. 

“Find yourself a helpful town person in there, did you?” 

“Exceedingly helpful,” I grumbled. “I’m headed to the hotel. Did you get the supplies?” 

“The boys at the shop are loading them in the wagon.” Clint walked beside me as I led Max down the street toward the only hotel in town. “I’ll give everything a final count when they’re done and settle the tab. There’s a diner in the hotel.” 

“Good. Let’s eat there, and then you can head back to the ranch,” I said. Mrs. Grady from town was staying with the children while we were gone, but I didn’t like for them to be without one of us there. 

“Train running late?” Clint asked. 

“I reckon.” I still wasn’t sure what time it would get in but guessed it would be at least two hours late based on the less than helpful depot man. 

“Old Festus didn’t have much to say on the matter?” Clint grinned. 

“Festus, is that his name?” The old guy looked like a Festus. 

“Well, you didn’t resort to physical violence, so I’d call it a win,” Clint said. “I’ve even wanted to punch ol’ Festus in the face a couple times.” He laughed and I couldn’t help but smirk. Clint had been beside me through thick and thin, but he was a gentle soul deep down. I’d lost my anchor when Mary died a year ago, but Clint was the best friend I ever could have asked for. It wasn’t the same, but without him and the kids, I would have lost myself. Lost myself to the person I was a long time ago. A person I never wanted to be again. 

“You alright, boss?” Clint frowned at me, and I wondered how long I’d been standing still. 

“I told you not to call me that.” I walked away, and Clint followed. 

Clint shrugged. “You wanting to go in there?” He jerked a thumb back toward the saloon we’d just passed.

“You know how I feel about those establishments.” 

“You was looking awful hard at something back there,” Clint ribbed me. 

“I was thinking,” I said. “Didn’t realize where we were.” 

“Reckon a visit with the proprietor might end your peaceful streak.” 

I could tell the idea of me beating the saloon owner to a pulp was the most exciting thing Clint could imagine happening on our trip into town. 

“It might also end my no-killing streak,” I said seriously. 

“Some men are only good for killing.” Clint spat a stream of tobacco juice in the direction of the saloon.

“I didn’t come into town today to kill or maim or otherwise give myself a bad...worse reputation.” After the fight a few months back, I already had some kind of reputation in town. I hoped this peaceful and uneventful outing would restore some goodwill with the town folk. Sending Clint to run all my errands was another way of building goodwill. Clint shared my background, but he could have been a politician. He always knew the exact right thing to say in a tense moment and could diffuse even the most explosive situations with his words. 

I preferred diffusing situations with my six-shooter. 

“Let’s eat so you can go meet your new lady.” Clint clapped me on the shoulder. 

“She’s not my lady,” I growled. Clint had been playing matchmaker ever since I posted the ad for a caretaker for the children. “She’s a nanny. Nothing more.” 

“Sure, whatever you say, boss.” He pushed open the door to the hotel’s diner. 

I didn’t care for Clint’s insinuations. I’d tried to keep a professional outlook on the whole ad, but his continued chatter had me thinking. Mary was the only woman I ever really loved. Sure, I had my dalliances here and there, but Mary was the only one who had my heart. She was everything. I gave up everything for her, and I was happy. I didn’t have any unrealistic expectations about the woman coming to work for me. She would be an employee just like Clint. Still, part of me hoped maybe she could be more than that. 

I shook my head to dislodge these impractical thoughts. I scowled at Clint as I took a seat across from him. He just grinned. 

“Got ya thinkin’ now, huh, boss?” He chuckled. 

“I told you not to call me that.” 
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PRESTON RODE THE TRAIN longer than I expected. It was a relief to watch him disappear into a depot in Kansas. I hadn’t realized how tense my whole body was until he was out of sight. I practically melted into the seat and fell asleep for the first time as soon as the train left that station. 

The trip was much more enjoyable after my worry about Preston disappeared. I’d never felt so free in my life. The flat plains of Kansas turned into scrub brush, and then the gentle hills and green trees of Colorado. In the distance I could see the shadowed shapes of mountains. It was different from Missouri. Everything was greener. 

The train made several stops along the way, and issues with refilling the water tanks caused delays. But now, the train arrived in Silver Springs, Colorado. After a brief moment of near euphoric freedom, all my nerves crashed down on me. 

The train hissed to a stop at the station and passengers gathered their luggage. I stood to pull down my suitcase, but a man behind me hurried over to help. 

“Let me get that, miss,” he said. 

I tried not to shy away from his proximity to me. I didn’t know why this trip had made me so jumpy. In the saloon, I was always the best at working the crowd and keeping the men entertained. But here, out of my element and still sore from Preston’s attentions, I felt
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