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Winnie grabbed her ear as the thin metal whizzed by taking off a lock of her hair and a layer of skin. She cursed in three languages as the blood oozed sticky and warm into her hand. “Riley, if you don’t get your head out of your inventions long enough to practice this new stunt, I promise you, I will stake you out in the meadow and pour honey on you. We’ll see what eats you first.” They were becoming desperate for new acts. With the increasing number of accidents, the performers were beginning to think the show was cursed, and many were leaving for other shows.

Riley with his dark head bent was busy adjusting the wrist sheath he’d designed with a small screwdriver. “Sorry sis, I was just trying to fix the release mechanism so I could throw several knives back-to-back. I didn’t mean for it to go off.”

Rolling her eyes, Winnie searched the stage area for something to stanch the blood. “So, you can kill me, Misun?” She demanded. “If your aim isn’t any better than this, we’ll only have one show.”

“Aw, come on Winn, it was an accident.” 

Calling him Misun, Lakota for little brother was a habit, it also showed Riley she wasn’t as mad as she sounded. “Yeah, well, we’ve had too many of them lately,” she grumbled. “Where’s a clean rag when you need one?”

“’ere miss.”

Turning at the stranger’s words, Winnie’s breath caught as she looked into a pair of unusual turquoise eyes.

The young man held out a crisp white linen handkerchief.

Blinking in confusion, Winnie reached out, her eyes drinking in every detail from his flaming hair the color of a summer sunrise to his deep, ocean blue eyes, the hawkish nose with the bump in the middle, a sign he’d broken it at least once. His smiling lips were a rosy shade of pink she’d never thought of as masculine but on him, it did not make him appear feminine. Their fingers touched, as she took the handkerchief, heat filled her chest and spread out to all of her limbs. She stood staring, holding the handkerchief in her hand as her body turned to corn mush pudding.

“You should place it on your ear to stop the bleeding.” He grinned showing off nearly perfect white teeth.

As if sleepwalking, Winnie placed the pristine white handkerchief to her ear, still staring, unable to look away.

“I think I’ve got it. You want to try again?” Riley asked.

“No!” She and the stranger said in unison.

Winnie smiled meeting his gaze. Oh jeez, I’m going to melt into a puddle right here at center stage. Clearing her throat, she said, “The show is closed to the public. As you can see, we’re still working the bugs out of our new act.”

Riley glanced up at the newcomer and smiled. “I haven’t seen you around here. Are you from town?”

Another toothy grin this one showing off a slight crossbite over his incisors in a mouth of otherwise straight white teeth. His smile seemed to take over his whole body, lighting up his eyes and filling out his limbs. He stood straighter, filling the tent with his presence. “I just joined the show.”

He was tall, probably six-foot she guessed as he was of a similar height to her brother and Riley’s scrawny butt was already pushing six feet. But the newcomer wasn’t scrawny, though not built like her father, a former blacksmith, he was no dandy either. Though he was wearing a fancy, cityfied suit.  

“Really?” Riley asked. “What do you do? Are you a cowboy? We got lots of cowboys. Old Red is teaching me how to do rope tricks. Can you do rope tricks?”  

The man smiled and shook his head.

“Are you a performer?” Winnie asked.

“I know, you’re a magician. I tried to learn magic, but the rabbit wouldn’t come out of the hat.”

Winnie rolled her eyes. “That’s because you’re supposed to put the rabbit in the hat first.”

Riley wrinkled his nose. “Then it’s not magic.”

The young man chuckled. “No, I’ll just be moving things about. I believe the colonel called it a rowdy.”

“Why?” Winnie demanded. From his accented but proper English with its heavy Scottish brogue to his well-tailored suit, he looked and sounded nothing like the other men who loaded and unload their gear and set up the show.

“What do you mean?” He asked confused by her question. His face turning pink under her scrutiny.

With the fire from his blush, Winnie could make out his freckles. He had an awful lot of freckles. A thought flitted through her mind, and she blushed, wondering if his freckles were everywhere on his body. Clearing her throat, she tried to calm her racing heart. It wasn’t lady-like to imagine a man, a complete stranger at that, without his clothes. She burned from her head to her feet but especially those places the church ladies said she should never touch. She tried to remember what they were talking about. Oh yeah, why he’d joined the show as a rowdy. “Why would you take on a job with a traveling troupe, especially a job of such menial labor? You appear educated, well-to-do, I’m sure you could do much better. The colonel could probably use your help to balance the books or something...” Taking the handkerchief from her ear she checked to see if it was still bleeding. It was still bright red and damp, she put the cloth back up to her ear and pressed but not without noting the quality of the cloth or the initials embroidered on the fabric. She’d probably ruined the finest piece of fabric ever to touch her body, she cringed, the blood would never come out. Suddenly aware of her own rough attire, dungarees and a home-spun cotton shirt, moccasins and braids her heart sank. Yeah, he’d not mistake her for any high fashion lady. She barely resembled a lady at all.  

“I don’t really care for numbers, so I’d rather not do the accounts unless I must. But joining the troupe was a straightforward decision. I need to return to England and since your troupe is planning—”

“What?” Riley demanded. He’d begun tinkering with another of his latest devices. “The troupe is going to England! Since when?” He aimed the miniature crossbow at the handsome young Scotsman Winnie was quickly becoming enamored with.

Winnie pushed her brother’s hand away from the mechanism. “Careful where you aim that thing, Riley, you don’t want to shoot the man, he just started working here.”

Riley glared but quit tinkering and directed his attention to the stranger. “Will we go to London? I want to explore the museums and the Crystal Palace...”

Ignoring her brother’s ramblings about the latest inventor or invention being shown in London, she asked, “How did you learn we are going to England?”

The young man gave her a shy smile. “I brought the message. When the colonel read it, I asked if he needed any help that I really wanted to get back home, and he hired me.” He held out his hand. “Harry MacDonald.”

From the back of the tent someone shouted, “Hey, you, boy, this isn’t where you’re supposed to be.”

Winnie glared at the sharpshooter, Vincent Smithwick. He’d been nosing around ever since the colonel hired him. She didn’t like that he was always around, watching. Something about him made her wary. He wasn’t exactly what he appeared and with all the accidents they’d been having; she didn’t trust his motives. Turning her back on him, but keeping him in her peripheral, she returned her attention to the newcomer. Speaking loud enough the man was bound to hear, Winnie said, “Don’t mind him. He likes to act like he’s in charge, but he’s not.”

Riley gave her a fearful look. Unlike his sister, Riley was more circumspect. He was a tall, thin, studious boy who’d learned early in life to be watchful and a little fearful. Winnie felt a twinge of guilt. She had tried to shield and take care of him, but she’d been ill-equipped for the job. Only four years older, she’d done her best whenever their mother left them alone. Which she’d done often before not returning home at all. She gave her brother a reassuring smile. They were a team. No matter what else happened, she and Riley would always be there for each other.

They were investigating the accidents. Riley had noted a pattern and together they had started a list of the people who always seemed to be in the vicinity whenever something went wrong. They had tried to take their research to the colonel, but he’d been too busy to hear them out. She darted a glance at the back of the tent. Vincent had showed up and suddenly the colonel wasn’t listening to anyone else but him. She didn’t like the way he looked at her. He made her skin crawl. Her friend, Maria said he’d plowed through half the women in the show and was starting on the other half. Winnie felt the older man’s stare across the wide expanse of ground half-filled with bleachers and covered by the cavernous tent. 

She was thankful for the secondhand monstrosity. The big top took several men hours to put up. The colonel had bought it from a circus when they were liquidating assets. There were three sections: the stage where Winnie and Riley were practicing, an open area where the animals did their tricks and a darkened section higher up where they did the shooting and aerial parts of the show. For the moment, the traveling show had no aerialist, but Riley was working on a miniature hot-air balloon. Her brother was always working on some invention or other, and sometimes they even worked.

Harry held out his hand to Riley. “Mind if I take a look? I am quite good with tinkering myself.”

Riley smiled up at him and offered the crossbow.

“Let me see the sheath.”

Riley unfastened it and handed it over. “It keeps jamming on the second knife.”

Winnie smiled as she looked on at the two with their heads bowed together. One dark as night and one bright as day. They were talking mechanics and torque and spring loading pressure.

A throat cleared. “Is this where you’re supposed to be young man?”

They all turned to see the giant silhouetted in the tent flaps. John Riley Applegate looked menacing. Mostly it was his size. He was a tall man with muscles developed from years of blacksmithing. Like her, he had dark hair and eyes, but grief and hard work had chiseled her father’s features. He had a lean, hard look, at least until he smiled which he rarely did. He was a farrier by trade, now, preferring to work with the animals but he still made his own horseshoes and tools. Most gave him a respectful berth, but he truly was a gentle giant. She didn’t think he’d hurt a fly, even a pesky one.

“Papa!” Winnie smiled. “This is Mr. MacDonald. He was just...”

Harry darted a glance between Winnie and her father shaking his head. “It’s alright. I should be leaving.” His Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed hard. “Sorry, sir. I got caught up watching the show.” He doffed his hat. “Miss, it was a delight.” He smiled as he handed Riley back his invention. He loped away, his long legs hastening his departure. 

Winnie sighed as she watched him rush up the aisle to the open tent flaps. She gave him points for not choosing another exit. As he hurried past the last line of seats, he glanced back over his shoulder. “It was nice to meet you. I hope your ear is okay.” He waved and skirted close to the edge of the tent as he ducked under the flap. “Sir.” He tipped his hat and disappeared.

Winnie sighed and knew without a doubt she’d just met the man she planned to marry.

“What’s this about your ear?” Her father brought her back to reality as he took to the stage. “Hmm, you might need a stitch or two. Come, let’s get you cleaned up. Riley, no more shooting at your sister until you have that thing accurate.” He pulled his silver cigar case from his pocket and lit up. 

“Yes, sir.” Glumly, they followed their father from the big top in the wake of his tobacco smoke. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” A man growled behind her.

Winnie slowed her steps to look over her shoulder. In the shadows she could make out Vincent and another man. For a brief, fearful moment she thought it might be Harry but as the men moved, the moon allowed her to see the other man’s face... Allen Felton.

She hurried to catch up with her father and brother, rubbing at her arms as the night chill pricked her skin.
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John had learned to shoot from the Lakota, who didn’t believe in wasting ammo, but he was no showman and didn’t believe he was the best man for this stunt. But with the loss of several performers, he’d allowed the colonel to talk him into it. This was the old man’s latest get rich quick scheme.

Taking his place in the back of the flatbed wagon, John braced his legs against the wooden slats on the side of the cart to steady himself. He nodded to Vince, who did the same. Vince was new to the show. He’d come on a few months back and moved up steadily from one of the rowdies, to cowboy, to performer. It should be no surprise. They were bleeding people like a head wound, and the colonel was scrambling to keep the show going. That’s why he found himself in this mobile competition. 

A team of four horses were in their traces. The cart lurched as they pulled forward. John rocked slightly but planted his feet, squaring up to help keep his balance. He’d always had excellent balance and strong legs. He could flat foot jump over his own head. Well, he could as a boy. Now, he wasn’t as certain. Maybe he should practice and add that to one of their stunts. Unlike his children, he wasn’t comfortable being on stage. He didn’t like the attention. Clenching his jaw, he relaxed his grip on his rifle. They were each armed with a lever-action rifle. He with his father’s old Henry, and Vincent with his newly acquired Winchester Browning.

The cart began moving, and they turned their focus to the targets set on adjacent sides of the path with crewman trained to launch them as they approached. A papier mâché ball dropped from the trees and exploded with confetti when their bullets hit it. The next flew up from a clay pigeon trap, but instead of a pigeon, Riley had set this bird with a firecracker attached. When their bullets hit the plates, they exploded. The crowds cheered. As the horses picked up speed, the targets came faster, dropping out of trees and flying up from the ground. Pulled along in a cart behind the competitors, the crowd cheered and shouted with each new target. The finely dressed men in their business suits, and a couple of fine-dressed ladies rode in the cart, and a few rough-and-ready working-class men ran along behind it. All were taking bids on which of the shooters would hit the most targets. John thought they were evenly matched, but things were moving too quickly for him to be sure.

“Make your bids, choose your man. Who will hit the most targets?” Colonel Bill was in the thick of things, stirring up the crowd. He rode beside the audience on his gelding like he was leading a charge. Touting the men’s prowess with the guns. “On one side, you have John Applegate, raised by the Lakota, and taught to make every shot count. But on the other, Vincent Smithwick, legendary gunman, a genuine cowboy.”

The two shooters were so intent on their targets, they ignored the cheers and jeers of their audience. Exhilarating, fast-paced, the competition was fierce and so was the bidding. Both men were excellent marksmen. Though no showman, John did his best to make it look good. This new idea was earning the colonel a lot of much-needed publicity and funding for his Wild West Extravaganza. Hope was riding on this event, that it would be their saving grace. They could sure use a little after everything that had gone wrong recently.

The first pop of the spoke was barely noticeable, but it caused John to miss his target. It was followed by a second pop and with that, the wagon shifted to the side. He’d been in a wagon before that had lost its wheel and knew that sensation and the dangers. He pulled his rifle close to his chest. “We’re going down,” he shouted. “Jump!” Not waiting for a response, he leaped over the side of the wagon, surprising himself that he could still spring flatfooted into an over the shoulder leap. He rolled. The pain in his hip rocketed up his spine and down his leg at his impact with a rock. He cursed, hoping Vince’s landing was better. Gritting through the pain, he forced himself to roll away from the on-coming wagon. It wasn’t graceful. He just prayed he’d not broken a bone.

The second wagon came speeding towards him, moving too quickly to stop. The driver, Old Red, was cursing and pulling on the reins. As John tucked his body close, he saw the old cowboy put his weight on the brake, but the horses were still galloping towards him. He braced for disaster. Suddenly, a broken bone was the least of his worries. Only the driver’s years of horsemanship saved him as Old Red turned the horses before trampling him and careening into the first wagon. But the two wagons were running too close to keep from impacting. The back of the second wagon clipped the overturned wagon, tangling the wheels of two carts together and pulling the first cart several feet, revealing the injured driver but trapping the other shooter underneath.

Red tried to calm the horses.

The women in the audience wagon clung to each other, their men, and themselves, in shock. The men began cursing and making threats.

The horses lurched, toppling the shouting men to their seats. The movement sent the first wagon sliding down an embankment.

“Vince!” John stared in horror as the wagon rolled over, trapping the other shooter within the debris. Blood and flesh tangled amidst the wood splinters and iron. He wanted to close his eyes, but he forced himself to get up. Cringing at the pain in his wrist as he tried to sit. The world spun and everything went black.

“Don’t move,” Winnie ordered. “You may have broken something.”

Winnie’s words brought him back. John asked, “Vincent?” But he could see in his daughter’s eyes that the man who’d been in the wagon with him hadn’t made it. He shook his head and groaned. “Oh God, what happened?”

Winnie checked him over. “Nothing appears to be broken, but your wrist is definitely sprained, and I’m worried about your knee. It’s badly swollen. Are there any other injuries?”

“Oh John, this is awful,” Millie said, coming up beside him. “Are you able to stand?”

“He shouldn’t move,” Winnie said to the other woman.

John sighed. “I landed on my hip.”

His daughter, a skilled healer, felt through his clothes, causing him to blush.

“That is most inappropriate, Winnie. You should have the real doctor check him out,” Millie scolded.

Ignoring her, Winnie said, “I feel no protruding bones, but there could be a crack. I want to take precautions.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“Yes, you will, if you do as I say.” Winnie had learned medicine first from Yellow Horse’s mother, Old Willow Woman, but along their travels she’d spoken to many others: doctors, midwives, barbers, any who would teach her the healing arts. She’d learned how to mix medicine from an apothecary and a woman rumored to be a witch. She’d taken to searching for and buying old medical journals along their tour, but most of those couldn’t compare to her own detailed journals and notes.

He tried to be patient as his daughter examined him and ordered him placed on a cotton sheet. She then wrapped him like a baby in bunting. “Really, Winnie. Is this necessary?”

“I don’t want to risk injuring you further.”  

“This is ridiculous. I’m going to speak to the doctor.” Millie marched off in a huff.

“I’m fine, just bruised.” He felt like a mummy laying there all trussed up. She wrapped a thick towel about his neck and ordered him to remain still.

Winnie raised one dark brow and glared. “It nearly killed you,” she said, her voice cracking with emotion. “Vincent... it could have been you.”

“The spokes snapped. I felt it when the wheel gave way. Riley, I thought you checked the cart...”

Riley paled. “I did. The wheels were fine.”

“Obviously not,” John growled, angry at himself more than his son. “Spokes just don’t snap like that. Something wasn’t right. You must have missed something.”

“I didn’t,” Riley whispered, his voice cracking.

He hated the look in his son’s eyes and knew he’d put it there, but this mistake, this one, had cost a life.

Several of the rowdies had gone down to retrieve the body. He looked away, wishing he could turn his head, but Winnie had him immobilized. “I need to help.”

“You need to stay down,” Winnie ordered. “I want you off your feet.”

“I’m fine,” he grumbled, but it had no weight.

“I want to check the cart...” Riley muttered, running off to examine the debris.

When he shifted his gaze, he could see Vince’s body wrapped in a sheet already stained with his blood. From this angle, he couldn’t see his son or the cart. 

“I’ll go get another wagon to carry you back to camp,” Harry offered, running back to the encampment.

John lay on the road, zoning in and out of consciousness as Winnie kept talking to him and trying to keep him from going to sleep.

“You probably have a concussion. You can’t go to sleep.”

He listened to the colonel smooth talking the angry and frightened businessmen. Some were threatening lawsuits, a couple wanted to beat his ass, but others were talking about ruining him. John was confident Bill Dexter could talk them around, but he wasn’t sure he didn’t agree. This had been a foolhardy enterprise. He’d not considered the safety of his audience or even his performers.

The driver of the first cart had suffered a broken arm and dislocated collarbone. One of the men in the colonel’s party was a doctor. Unlike the others, he’d not shouted threats, simply went to work caring for the injured driver. He could hear Millie speaking to him but couldn’t make out her words.

Once the driver was on his way with one of the rowdies, the city doctor came over and looked down at him. “Ingenious, young lady. Is that to keep him from moving in case there’s a neck or back injury?”

Tracking his daughter’s reactions with only his eyes, he was happy to see her come into view. “Yes sir, I was in Mobile when a cowboy was thrown from his horse. A doctor immobilized the man to keep from further injuring himself but said that a soft binding was better than a rigid one. He’d broken his back, but after several months, he could walk again. The doc explained there are nerves and vessels in the spine that, if injured, could cause paralysis, but I guess you know that.” She blushed. “Keeping them immobilized helps cut down the chance of further injuring the spine, but a backboard could actually put more pressure on the injured area.”  

“I’m sure the doctor doesn’t need you telling him his job, Winnie,” Millie sneered.

The doctor rolled his eyes. “Actually, I find your method fascinating, Miss...”

Winnie held out her hand. “Winona Applegate.”

He told her his name. “I have seen patients walk away from horrible injuries and others die from minor ones. I would love to learn more about this method. Do you have the doctor’s name and address that I might correspond with him?”

Smiling, his daughter said, “Yes sir, if you stop by the colonel’s office later this week, I’ll make sure he has it for you.”

“Thank you, and when your patient is better, I would love to have tea and discuss your knowledge of medicine.”

Winnie smiled. “Thank you. My patient is my father.”

John grunted a hello.

The doctor smiled. “You are lucky to have such a skilled daughter. Mine only wants pretty dresses.”

Millie muttered, “There’s nothing wrong with wanting pretty dresses.”  

“Doctor, come, we’re going back to town,” his friends called.

The doctor turned back to her. “Miss, do you need my assistance?”

Winnie shook her head. “Thank you, no, I don’t think anything is broken. I appreciate your offer.”

He nodded and joined his friends. He waved as they drove away.

Harry returned with a small cart stacked with several blankets in the back. Together, with the help of some of the other rowdies, they eased her father into the cart.

“I’m sorry, Miss Cartwright, there doesn’t appear to be any room for you on the wagon,” Winnie said as she climbed in back with her father.

Millie glared. “I’ll be by later, John, to check on you.”

Old Red got his wagon back on the road when another wagon appeared.

Harry muttered, “I’d have driven him back to the camp.”

A group of men helped the injured driver into the cart, and they started pulling away in the opposite direction.

Old Red called out, “Hey, where you going? Aren’t you coming back to the camp?”

The injured driver urged the rowdy away, yelling, “I’m not going anywhere near that camp. This show is cursed. I’m heading to town and finding my way home.”

Harry drove slowly back to camp trying not to jostle the patient any more than necessary. Winnie sat in back with her father trying to keep him comfortable. When they arrived at their tent, Winnie and Harry were the only ones there to get him out and into his bed. The two men were near the same size, though her father was more muscular. While Winnie was large for a girl, she was no comparison to the two of them. Harry wasn’t sure he should just pick him up. Winnie hurried to tie open the tent flap and pull down the covers. Together, with Winnie at his feet and Harry at his head, they carried him in like a litter. Once her father was settled, she thanked Harry and examined her father’s neck and back as best she could. “I wish I could see inside you to know everything is okay,” she said in exasperation. “Someday, medicine won’t be so blind.”

He chuckled. “Tell your brother to build you something.”

Winnie frowned. “Yes, and we’d have a fifty-fifty chance of it working or blowing us up.”

John laughed and groaned.

“Where does it hurt?” She asked, hurrying to search out further injuries.

“My pride,” he said. “I’m fine, Winona. I’m bruised and battered, but not broken.”

“I need to remove your clothes and check your hip.” She glared down at him; her arms crossed over her chest.

John shook his head. “It’s not broken.”

“Father.”

Harry cleared his throat. “Why don’t I help your father undress? I can examine his hip and see what needs to be done, and if there’s a problem, you can handle it from there.”

Winnie frowned at the other man. She’d not realized he was still there. She shook her head, but her father said, “Yes. Yes, that would work.”

Rolling her eyes, Winnie reluctantly agreed. “Fine, look for swelling, if it looks like it’s sunk in or pushed out. Feel the area and see if there’s any difference in texture.”

Harry raised his brows almost to his hairline. “Um, yeah, okay. Can we remove the bunting?”

Winnie began unfastening the towel at his neck and unwrapped the tightly wound sheet.

Her father sighed as he took a deep breath. Then groaned as he released it.

Winnie glared at him.

“I’m fine.”

“I promise I will check him over good,” Harry said.

Winnie lit several lanterns. Shaking her head, she stomped out of the tent. She waited outside as the men struggled to remove the clothes. She could hear Harry tell her father, “You should let her check this bruise to be sure there is nothing to worry about. To be honest, I’m not sure what I’m feeling for.”

John huffed. “Fine, but you have to stay. Help me keep somethings a mystery from my inquisitive daughter.”

Harry chuckled and went to the door of the tent. “He said, come see for yourself.”

Harry and her father kept sheets, blankets, and even pillows strategically placed for modesty’s sake. Though she was not sure whose modesty. It wasn’t like she was unaware of the male form. She’d changed her brother’s diapers and helped bathe him. How different could a grown man be?

Winnie poked and prodded. He suffered almost silently through her ministrations as she determined for herself that he was okay. “I don’t think it’s broken, but the bone is bruised. It is going to be painful for several days and it will look horrible before it improves.” She nodded to her bag. “Pass me the one labeled wild yam.”

Frowning, Harry looked into her large leather satchel and found a jar with a printed paper label, wild yam. “What’s that for?”

“It’ll soothe the bruising. Open it.”

He smelled it. “It has a sweet scent.”

He held it out to her, and Winnie put some on her fingers and rubbed it on her father’s hip. “You’ll need to do this every morning and evening. And I think a soak in a salt bath might help. You can ask Harry and Riley to help you with that.”

John shook his head. “I don’t need help to get a bath...”

“Yes, you will. You will need help to get in and out of the bath,” she ordered. “At least for a few days.” Turning to Harry, she said, “Roll him over. I want to check out his back. If you need to cover his backside, I promise not to look.”

Harry did as she asked and wrapped a sheet around John’s waist.

More poking and prodding. “The hip is the worst, but I’ll rub the yam on your back. Maybe a bit of willow bark or chamomile tea will help you rest.” She motioned for Harry to turn him again. Covered him with a blanket and studied his eyes. “Your pupils look normal. I think it will be okay for you to sleep. I’ll sit up with you...”

John shook his head and groaned at the gesture. “You need your rest, too.”

“Yes, but I also need my father to still be alive come morning.”

Riley came in, his face grim.

Winnie glanced at her brother. “What’s wrong?”

Riley was barely holding his tears in check. He shook his head.

“What happened, son? You checked everything over before the stunt, didn’t you?”

“I checked it, Papa,” he croaked. “There was nothing wrong with those wheels.” Riley pursed his lips to keep from crying. “But the spokes in the wheel now,” He shook his head. “They are loose, and the angle is all wrong. They’re straight-up.” The boy handed him a spoke.

John examined the spoke and frowned. “It’s been cut.”

The boy nodded. “Several of them were cut.”

“Someone changed the wheel?” John winced as he tried to sit up, wrapping a sheet around his waist. He struggled to prop himself up. Harry rushed forward to help him sit up.

Grumbling under her breath, Winnie shoved pillows behind him and found him a nightshirt.

“After we’d inspected it? Who would have had the time or access?”

Harry dressed him in the nightshirt.

Riley and Winnie exchanged a glance. The cart had been in the barn where there were tools and other wheels. If someone was familiar with changing wheels quickly, maybe a wheelwright or someone who worked with the stagecoach or mail coach. Old Red had experience and opportunity, but he’d been driving the second wagon. Who else might have had the chance and knowledge? Winnie looked at Harry. Could he have done this? No, she wouldn’t believe it, and not just because she planned to marry the man.

The colonel barreled into the tent bellowing, “I will get to the bottom of this!” Seeing John in his bed, he smiled. “Thank God you’re quick on your feet, son. My word, Vincent.” He leaned over and patted John’s shoulder. “This is a real cluster... we had them ready to hand over the keys to the bank and then, poof, it’s all gone. They’re threatening to sue.” He shook his head. “What happened kid, did you miss something on inspection? I swear, we can’t catch a break. Vincent was onto something. I bet he discovered who’s been trying to sabotage my show.”

“Vince was investigating the accidents?” Winnie asked. Hmm, that explained why he was always nosing around.

The colonel heaved a sigh. “You might as well know Vincent was a Pinkerton. I hired him to find out who was trying to sabotage the show. He said he had evidence, but he wanted to check something out before he gave me a name.” He shook his head. “Now, we’ll never know unless he tries again.”

Winnie shivered. “Let’s hope Vince scared him off.”

The colonel nodded, but the weight of it filled the tent. They were losing hope.
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Chapter 3 
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“I heard it was the boy’s fault.” Winnie wasn’t trying to eavesdrop. She was just trying to get through her chores. She petted the pony’s nose and fed her a carrot, blinking back tears. It was unfair. Riley would never hurt anyone. Yes, sometimes when he was working on his inventions, he could get a little scattered, but he was meticulous when he had a job to do.

“Who would leave such a task to a young boy?”

“Laziness or design, do you think?” The sound of a tobacco wad being spit out nearly made Winnie gag. “You think father and son were working together to get rid of that guy?”

She recognized the cowboy speaking and wanted to scream. Her father had saved his life after someone had stabbed him in the gut during a drunken brawl. Despite that, he would smear their good name. She had a good mind to tell him what for. The nerve of the man. The pony whinnied, picking up on her tension. She whispered, “There, there, I’m sorry, girl.”

“Do you think they were trying to get rid of the new shooter? Thin out the competition?”

How soon people forget, she thought. Just a short time ago, she and her family were respected members of the show. The ones everyone looked up to, came to for help, trusted, and now, those same people were speculating over their involvement in the death of one of their own. She clenched her jaw and tightened her fist. Let one of them say it to her face. She dared them.

“Winnie?”

She looked up and saw the colonel watching her with concern. She relaxed her stance and blew out a breath. “Do you hear what they’re saying? They’re blaming Riley and saying Papa was trying to get rid of the competition.”

The colonel nodded. His eyes sad. “I know. It makes me angry too, but people want someone to blame...”

“Then we should look for the person who switched out the wheel.”  

“Winnie...”

“No. If Riley said, he checked the wheel, you know how he is, he checked it. There has to be some kind of evidence to prove he’s telling the truth. What about the cut spokes?”

Shaking his head, the colonel said, “Allen looked into it and said there was no evidence someone had tampered with the wheel. The spokes just broke during the wreck.”

“Straight across?” Winnie didn’t trust Allen Felton. He was always scowling at her. He acted like he was in charge, always ordering others about. She nodded to appease the colonel, but she would check out the wheel herself. She’d seen the cut spokes and knew there was more to it. “What are you doing here?” He rarely came to the animal paddock unless he wanted something.

“I was just checking on you. You’re handling your own and your father’s chores...”

“Just until he’s feeling better.”

“If you need any help, you’ll let me know.”

She grinned. “You going to lance boils and help birth goats?”

“No, but I’ll find you someone who will.”

Harry came out of the far pen. He’d agreed to milk the goats.

The colonel looked at the young man and shook his head. “Youth is wasted on the young.”

***
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IT TOOK ALL MORNING to ditch Harry. While she appreciated his help, she had things she needed to do, and she didn’t need him around when she did them. It was a relief when the colonel asked him if he could take over as quartermaster until he could hire a new one. From the look Harry had given her when he handed off the goat’s milk, Winnie thought he might prefer milking the goats to inventory. Harry was a bit of an enigma. He dressed and spoke like a gentleman. The calluses on his hands said he did more writing than manual labor, yet he seemed more at home in the stables with the animals than doing figures.

Winnie pondered him as she took the milk to the kitchen. As much as she hated to say it, she was pretty sure Harry was hiding something. She grabbed a muffin and an apple, then headed out to the barn. She needed to see for herself what Riley was talking about.

Winnie waited until the cowboys went out to check the cattle before slipping into the barn. They’d been lucky to find a few acres to camp with a standing barn. It was used to make repairs to their carriages and carts, their stunt equipment and other large projects. The failing show couldn’t afford to buy new. They had no choice but to repair or make do. Just a few short months ago, they were doing so well, but several accidents and mishaps had taken their toll.

Her father had set up a forge, allowing the barn to double as the smithy. He made his own horseshoes and tools, as well as repairs. Riley had a smaller building where he tinkered with his inventions. There were other craftsmen, and those who knew how to make do. The show couldn’t exist without the talents of those behind the scenes as well as those who performed. Many did both. 

The barn was dim. Windowless except for the small window over the loft that offered a tiny shaft of light this time of day. Usually, if the men were working, they opened the wide doors at the front, and to get a cross breeze they might open the smaller door at the back of the barn. In the afternoon, there would be more sunlight though that upper window, but for now, she was just happy it wasn’t pitch black.

It didn’t take her long to find the wheel that had broken during the shooting competition. She studied it. The spokes appeared to have been cut, not completely through, but enough to weaken them. That, combined with the tension placed on the incorrect angle, would make them more likely to break. Add in the speed the cart during the shooting run, and it was a recipe for disaster. It was only her father’s quick reflexes that had saved him. If Vincent had only listened and jumped... she sighed. None of them would ever forget that day.

“What are you doing?”

The feminine voice surprised Winnie. She’d been so focused on her thoughts she’d not heard anyone come in. The woman grabbed her, and the strength of the other woman’s hands impressed her. Few women had that kind of strength. Heck, some men didn’t. Winnie didn’t recognize the woman’s voice. She wasn’t one of the show people. Who was she and what did she want? Afraid, Winnie relied on the tactic old Alice had taught her. Going slack in the other woman’s arms, letting her weight fall against the unknown adversary. The move allowed her to regain control. Winnie used the other woman’s weight against her to roll her to the ground. Once she’d released her, Winnie didn’t take the time to find out who’d found her snooping around. She rolled away and took off out the door.

***
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CASSIE WATCHED THE younger woman run away. That was a good move. She would have to remember it. Looking around, she saw the wheel the younger woman had been examining was exactly what she’d come to see. The sabotaged wheel from the shooting match. Taking a pencil and notepad from her reticule, she jotted down all the information she gleaned from the wheel. The position of the spokes, the saw marks, the size and shape of the wheel, which to her eye looked slightly warped, possibly from the weight of the wagon. When she’d finished her examination, she looked around the expansive barn. This wasn’t one of the traveling show’s quickly set up buildings. They must have rented the land with the barn already in place.

Stepping carefully, she found the wagon Vincent had been riding on, or rather, what remained of it. She rubbed a gloved hand over the wood stained with his blood. Finding what looked like a leather belt attached to the side of the wagon, she frowned, unsure what that was for. Taking a deep breath, she studied the remains, searching for any clues to who had murdered her former lover and colleague. Their relationship had mellowed to friendship, whatever sparks they’d once had extinguished by too many miles and nights alone. Well, she was alone. Vincent had found others to take her place. It was the main reason their romance had died, but they’d remained friends despite everything. Flipping the page in her notebook, Cassie made another account of her observations. The tongue support was distorted, the steel appeared to have been overheated and brittle. She pulled off a piece of metal and stuffed it in her reticule.

The door to the barn swung open. Cassie wondered if the girl was coming back. Maybe with reinforcements. The girl had moves. She had to give her that. 

Heavy footsteps and the acrid smell of sweat and whiskey alerted her to a new and masculine presence. Quickly, she moved to hide behind a stack of lumber. Peering out, she could see boots and canvas britches, but from her position, she couldn’t see the man’s face. The boots were shiny, newer than what most of the cowboys wore. They reminded her of the Spanish style boots the Mexican vaqueros wore. She glimpsed embroidery on the shaft of the boot. The man’s pant leg covered half of it, but it looked like the tail feathers of a thunderbird. Quietly, in the dim light, she noted it in her notebook as well.

She hoped he would leave soon, but her hopes were dashed when she heard the pump of the bellows. He was heating the forge. It was going to be a long wait. It should have been no surprise when the mysterious man tossed the broken wheel into the fire. A while later, she heard him dismantling the pieces of the carriage and tossing that wood into the fire as well.

Leaning around the stack of lumber, she tried to see him. She hoped to identify the man later.

The door of the barn opened and slammed shut. “What are you
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