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      After the War Between the States, Melissa’s world changed from wearing ruffled gowns and riding side saddle to wearing breeches and riding astride.

      

      Forced out of their family home, she and her father set off west. A new place. A new start.

      

      Everyone back home would be appalled at the new Melissa. But would she take to her new life like a fish to water? And would a destiny set a lifetime ago follow her to the west?

      

      Fourth in the Churning Butter and Companionship series. If you like Kathryn Kaleigh’s Civil War series, follow her into the untamed west.
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      Melissa Hughes nudged her horse forward. She’d wandered far enough away from the wagon train that she could see all twenty-three wagons at once.

      She hadn’t meant to wander this far off. She’d needed a break from the dust kicked up by the wagons, horses, and oxen. Even now, the grit made her mouth water. She filled her mouth with water from her canteen, swished it around, and spit it on the ground.

      She then drank deeply and smiled to herself at how appalled everyone back home in Alabama would be at her unladylike behavior.

      Not just the spitting – though if they had a mouth full of dirt, they’d do the same thing, but at the pants she wore. Riding astride, no less.

      She looked over her shoulder at the nothingness from here to the horizon, her heart rate skittering. She really hadn’t meant to wander off this far.

      She tightened the ribbon holding her straw hat on her head and kicked the horse into a gallop.

      She traveled with her father in four wagons. Even if she hadn’t known that their first wagon was the seventh one from the front, it would have been easy enough to find. Her father rode alongside it on his big spirited white Palomino.

      Her own horse, Daisy, was a little dappled gray that she’d had since she helped bring her into the world five years ago.

      A lifetime ago.

      And in another world.

      A world where she wore ruffled gowns and rode side saddle.

      She slowed as she rode up alongside her father.

      “Melissa Ann Hughes.” Her father didn’t even look at her. But his familiar tone spoke volumes.

      She smiled sweetly.

      “Are you trying to send your old father to an early grave?”

      “You can’t blame me,” she said, patting Daisy’s neck. “It was you who brought me out here.”

      He turned away, but not before she saw his eyes darken.

      “I’m sorry Papa. I know we didn’t have a lot of choices.”

      They’d been through this. Over and over.

      And in the end, they’d both agreed that coming out west to join her brother was the best thing they could do.

      “No need to apologize. I question my decision every day.” Papa opened his canteen and drank deeply just as she had done only minutes earlier.

      “It wasn’t just your decision. We decided together. Remember?”

      After the Yankees burned their house and their stables, they had made the choice to join her brother at the Arapaho Fort in Colorado.

      With nothing left but land being eaten up by taxes and Yankee carpetbaggers descending upon them like flies, they’d gathered up what little they had left and headed west.

      “I need to go hunting tomorrow,” Papa said, changing the subject.

      “I’ll be here.”

      He turned then and peered into her eyes. “It’ll be your job to watch everything while I’m gone.”

      “I know Papa.”

      But knowing and doing were two separate things. Melissa had learned this the hard way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Augustus Ward pulled his hat low over his face.

      He rode just on the outer fringes of the wagon train. As a man travelling alone, he had limited interaction with the pioneers.

      There were twenty-three wagons. Four of the wagons belonged to Phineas Hughes. Phineas traveled with his twenty-two-year-old daughter Melissa.

      The wind had calmed along with the setting sun. The winds had been brutal today, leaving everything coated in dirt. He had dirt between his teeth and inside his boots between his toes.

      Placing a wad of sweet Virginian tobacco in his mouth, he nudged his horse forward.

      He took his job seriously.

      It wasn’t just that he was being paid handsomely for it. It was a matter of reputation. He’d worked for the Pinkerton Agency for almost three years. He’d initially protested this assignment, but now he saw it for the adventure that went with it.

      Augustus was a born and bred southerner.

      Until he’d stumbled upon the Pinkerton Agency shortly after joining the union army, he’d led what most would consider a sheltered dull life. He hadn’t even realized it until he’d set off on this journey west.

      The Rocky Mountains loomed on the horizon ahead of them. They’d been traveling toward them for three days now and they barely seemed any closer.

      He’d seen pictures of the snow topped mountains, but was having a hard time reconciling those images with the wall in front of them.

      Augustus wore a scraggly beard that he’d been growing for several months now along with hair that grazed his shoulders. Between the beard and ragged clothing he wore, his own mother would have a hard time recognizing him.

      Though he rode only a few yards from Phineas and Melissa, he knew that he blended into the background. Just another one of the drovers there to help keep the livestock in line and keep meat on the table.

      He didn’t fault them for it. Not even a little. He’d have done the very same thing.

      And, of course, he actually did do those things. He’d become quite good at rounding up cattle and also with hunting. Exceptionally good considering that he’d never held a gun until three years ago at the age of twenty.

      He’d grown up in town, learning to run his father’s general store. He’d had no inclination to hunt much less time. Then at the tender age of sixteen, his father had died and his mother had taken him to New York with her to be near her own family. Augustus’s life had been changed in every way possible.

      Augustus had studied abroad. He knew all about art and literature. But this, he gazed at the wide expanse of prairie that appear to stretch from one end of the earth to the other, was an indescribable wonder he’d never expected.

      He’d thought to get this assignment over with and head back east. But now he was fairly certain that he would never return to the stifling eastern part of the country.

      Melissa had wandered off from the wagon train during the worst of the wind storm. She hadn’t known that he followed only a few yards behind her.

      In addition to his official task of watching Phineas Hughes, he had taken on the unofficial role of watching over his lovely daughter Melissa.

      In the few times he’d found an excuse to be up close to them, he’d learned that she was a lovely southern belle with long flowing dark hair that she kept pulled back beneath her bonnet. Her bright green eyes smiled from pale skin that had tanned prettily from the hot sun despite her efforts at keeping her hat in place.

      He’d also learned that she was kind. She’d smiled at him when he delivered a bucket of freshly killed buffalo.

      Though he mostly kept his distance, but he occasionally caught snippets of conversations. But he could tell by her actions that she’d grown into a strong woman in addition to being beautiful.

      She rode horseback with an elegance and skill that came from years of instruction. Not once had he seen her disappear into the wagon to sleep during the day like some of the other ladies in their group. Though how they rode in such bumpy conditions he’d never know.

      His attention was drawn to a party
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