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Boston—September 1874

“Miss Devon! Miss Devon! I got it!”

The maid burst into her mistress’s bedroom suite, excitedly waving the latest edition of Beadle’s dime novel of the Wild West.

“It just come in. I got the first copy.”

Devon Wainwright quickly set aside her needlepoint. “Perhaps this day will not end as bleak as it began. Did Mrs. Thomas see you?”

The young maid shook her head. “No, miss, I was most careful.”

“Well done, Bridget. Close the door and come sit beside me. We shall read a few pages.”

Bridget closed the door and joined her mistress on the settee, equals for a moment in their thirst for adventure.

Devon read aloud their cowboy hero’s latest escapade—surpassing more than the intended “few pages.” They were so engrossed in the story they jumped when there came a loud knock on the door.

“Mrs. Wainwright,” called the housekeeper.

“It’s Mrs. Thomas,” whispered Devon. She shoved the dime novel into Bridget’s hands. “Quick. Hide it.”

Bridget jumped up and ran to throw the novel under the bed.

“Mrs. Wainwright,” the housekeeper called out again.

“One minute, Mrs. Thomas.”

At a nod from Bridget, Devon opened the door.

“What is it, Mrs. Thomas?” she asked with a touch of annoyance. “You know I don’t like to be disturbed while I am doing my needlepoint.”

“Your pardon, Mrs. Wainwright. I heard talking.”

“I was dictating instructions to Bridget to take to the dressmaker,” said Devon.

“I thought you were doing needlepoint.”

“Can I not do both, Mrs. Thomas?”

The housekeeper looked past her into the room. Bridget stood with lowered eyes, one might think in subservience. But Mrs. Thomas could sense a conspiracy a mile away, and her nose was twitching now.

“Is there something else, Mrs. Thomas?” asked Devon.

“There is a gentleman to see you, madam.”

“Who is it?”

“He said his name is Mr. Grafton. He gave me this card.”

Devon took the card and read it: William Grafton, Investigator, Pinkerton Detective Agency.

“What does he want?” she asked in alarm. “Is it about the debts? Has he come to collect?”

“He wouldn’t say, madam. He said he has instructions to speak only with you,” said the housekeeper. “Shall I tell him that you are not available to see him?”

Devon sighed resignedly. “No, he will keep coming back. I shall have to face the creditors sooner or later. Tell him I will join him shortly.

“Yes, madam.”

The housekeeper left.

“Oh, madam, will we be turned out? Will I have to leave your employ?” cried Bridget.

“It will not come to that, Bridget. If I must, I shall marry Mr. Birdwell,” replied Devon dismally.

Devon entered the parlor to find a middle-aged, nondescript man of medium height and stocky build dressed in a plain brown suit. Her stomach dropped. His stern bearing left her with little doubt that he, indeed, was there to demand payment.

“My housekeeper informed me that you wish to speak with me,” she said, striving to keep her voice steady. She had decided that she was going to maintain her dignity at all costs, but she hadn’t ruled out playing on his sympathy if need be.

“You are Mrs. Devon Toller Wainwright?” he asked.

Devon braced herself. “I am.”

“I am William Grafton with the Pinkerton Detective Agency.”

“Yes, I know. My housekeeper gave me your card. What...what business have you with me, sir?”

“Do you have an aunt by the name of Clarissa Cain, Mrs. Wainwright?”

Devon wrinkled her brow, nonplussed. “Yes, I have an aunt by that name.”

“I regret to inform you that Miss Cain passed away six months ago.”

Devon looked at him blankly for a moment before it registered that he wasn’t there to collect on her debts, and she let out a little laugh of relief. She noticed, then, the odd look the detective gave her.

“Your pardon, Mr. Grafton, I had thought you to be here for a more unpleasant purpose.”

“I would think the death of a family member to be unpleasant enough, madam.”

Devon gave him a rueful smile. “Yes, of course, it is. The passing of my aunt is unfortunate news. But you must understand that I scarcely knew her.”

“Be that as it may, Mrs. Wainwright, she was sufficiently acquainted with you to have left you a sizable estate consisting of a house, land, and a generous purse.”

Devon regarded the detective with surprise. “There must be some mistake, sir.”

“There is no mistake. The will is very clear,” said the detective. “There is, however, a time constraint, and you must claim your inheritance in person.”

“Where might that be?”

“A town called Blue Springs in the Colorado Territory.”

“The Colorado Territory...” Devon slowly sat down on a chair overwhelmed by the news. “That is quite a distance away. What is the time constraint, Mr. Grafton?”

“Three weeks, madam.”

“Three weeks! Why was I not notified upon my aunt’s death?”

“You were...several times, in fact,” replied the detective. “But your aunt’s attorney never received a reply. In a last attempt to fulfill his obligation, Mr. Stilwell contacted my office in Boston and asked that the news be delivered to you in person. If you desire to lay claim to your inheritance, I am charged with making the travel arrangements for you. All expenses will be reimbursed by the estate.”

Devon was silent as thoughts raced willy-nilly through her mind.

“Mrs. Wainwright?” prodded the detective.

Devon looked at him. “I hardly know what to say, Mr. Grafton. I have never made a decision of this enormity before.” Come to think of it, she had never made any decision of significance on her own.

“Would you like some time to consider the matter, Mrs. Wainwright? You have a few days to think on it and still make the deadline if you choose to go forward.”

Devon jumped up from the chair. “No...no, Mr. Grafton, I do not need more time. Please make the arrangements for two. A companion shall accompany me.”

“Very good, madam. How soon do you wish to leave?”

“Tomorrow, if possible.”

“I shall check the train schedules and reserve the tickets. But the train can take you only as far as Colorado Springs,” he advised. “From there, you shall have to make your own arrangements at the depot for a stagecoach to carry you the rest of the way to Blue Springs.”

Devon nodded. “I understand. Thank you, Mr. Grafton.”

She saw the detective to the door.

“Is all well, Mrs. Wainwright?” inquired the housekeeper.

Devon whirled about, startled. The woman always seemed to quietly materialize out of nowhere.

“Yes, everything is fine, Mrs. Thomas,” she replied shortly. “Mr. Grafton was understanding of my predicament.”

“Very good, madam.”

When the housekeeper left, Devon hurried up the stairs calling for Bridget.

The maid came running. “What’s amiss, madam?” she cried in alarm.

“Start packing our clothes,” said Devon in a whispered tone.

“Oh, miss, have we been turned out?”

“No, Bridget, we are traveling to Blue Springs in the Colorado Territory.”

“Colorado!”

“Hush, keep your voice down.”

Bridget stared agog at her mistress. “Miss Devon, are ye feelin’ well? Shall I fetch the doctor?”

“No, I’m fine. Now start packing before my mother hears of it. Mrs. Thomas has a direct line to her.”

“But I do na understand,” fretted Bridget.

Devon quickly explained the nature of the detective’s visit.

“An inheritance...oh, Miss Devon, ‘tis the luck of the Irish,” breathed the maid, her eyes wide with amazement.

“No, Bridget, ‘tis Providence.”

“But what about Mr. Birdwell, miss? All is bein’ arranged for ye to marry him.”

Devon gave a derisive snort. “My mother can marry him. They are of the same age. Now hurry. Tell Jonas to bring the trunks in from the stable and to be circumspect about it. I don’t want Mrs. Thomas to alert my mother.”

Bridget’s eyes shone with excitement. “Yes, ma’am.” She started for the door, then stopped and ran back to retrieve the dime novel from under the bed. “‘Twill be a long trip,” she said with an impish smile. “We shall have need of a distraction.”

“Good idea,” said Devon. “Gather the other ones as well.”

The girls rose early the next morning. Neither had been able to sleep a wink in their excitement.

The last of the trunks were being loaded in a wagon, when a carriage came racing down the quiet, tree-lined street and lurched to a stop behind a hansom cab. A stately, older woman, cane in hand, alighted from the carriage and marched imperiously up the walk to the house.

Devon and Bridget were coming down the stairs, when they encountered Devon’s mother standing squarely in the foyer.

“Mother, what a surprise,” remarked Devon dully.

“What is this I hear about you running off to some godforsaken place on the other side of the country?” quizzed Agatha Cain Toller.

Devon didn’t flinch at the domineering tone. For the first time, she felt a measure of control.

“You’re late, Mother. I had expected you last evening. Mrs. Thomas must be slipping.”

“Don’t be flippant, Devon. It doesn’t become you.” Mrs. Toller tapped her cane on the floor. “Bridget, tell Jonas to bring those trunks back in here.”

“Bridget doesn’t work for you, Mother. Bridget, wait outside in the cab,” countermanded Devon.

“Yes, ma’am.” The servant girl edged past Mrs. Toller and hurried out the door.

“Mother, did you know that Aunt Clarissa had died?” asked Devon.

“I had word of it,” replied Mrs. Toller.

“She was your sister, and this is all the more you can mourn her?”

Mrs. Toller gave a scornful sniff. “You did not know your aunt. Clarissa was headstrong, disrespectful of the rules and convention. Had not my father disavowed her, she would have brought shame to our name. Now, take those bags upstairs and forget this nonsense. If Mr. Birdwell gets wind of your willfulness, he may have a change of heart about marrying you.”

“I hope so, Mother. I do not wish to marry him.”

“You have no choice, daughter. You must remarry.”

“Why? You did not remarry after Father died.”

“Your father left me in comfortable circumstances. Alas, Mr. Wainwright has left you penniless with his foolish investments. You are lucky I was able to make the match with Mr. Birdwell. You should be grateful to me.”

“Yes, your first choice worked out so well for me.”

Agatha ignored her daughter’s sarcasm. “You are 30 years old, and while you have retained your figure and remain comely enough, your prospects are limited, particularly with so many of the suitable young men having been lost to that dreadful war. You should consider yourself lucky that someone like Mr. Birdwell has taken an interest in you, and that he seems not to care that you apparently lack the constitution to bear children. He has wealth and pedigree, and he has agreed to quietly clear your debts to spare your name. Now that shall be the end of it.”

Devon squared her shoulders. “No, Mother, it shall not be the end of it. I have given Robert’s solicitor power of attorney to sell the house and auction the furnishings to settle the accounts.”

“That is an act of desperation and humiliation—Devon, this is not like you. Have you taken leave of your senses?”

“No, Mother, I have just found them.”

“Be sensible, daughter. You have no money to speak of. Whatever are you going to do without funds? You’ll not see a penny from me.”

“I do not need money from you. Aunt Clarissa has left me a sizable inheritance, and the expense of the trip is being reimbursed by the estate.” Devon paused, struck with sudden insight. “Having one’s own money is so liberating for a woman,” she said in wonderment.

“You still have need of money in your purse,” her mother curtly reminded her.

“I have sold my jewelry.”

Agatha was aghast. “You sold your jewelry! Robert must be turning over in his grave.”

“Robert had already sold many of the pieces to cover his debts, Mother. And, I will have quite enough money once I claim the inheritance.”

Mrs. Toller scoffed. “How much wealth could Clarissa have possessed running a boarding house? She would lure you out there even from the grave to spite me.”

Another thought occurred to Devon, and she regarded her mother closely. “The detective told me that Aunt Clarissa’s attorney contacted me several times over the months regarding my inheritance. Mrs. Thomas intercepted the notices for you, didn't she?”

When Agatha looked away, Devon knew that she was right.

“How could you, Mother?”

“I was looking after your interests,” retorted Mrs. Toller.

“Well, now, I shall be doing that myself.”

Mrs. Toller tapped her cane. “I forbid you to leave here, miss. If I must, I shall have you locked in your room until you come to your senses.”

“Contrary to what you and my staff may think, they do not work for you, and I am no longer a child,” said Devon, moving past her mother. “All my life, I have had decisions made for me by Father, then Robert, and now by you. From hereon, I will be making my own decisions.”

Agatha Toller followed her daughter out the door. “You are being headstrong just like Clarissa. Nothing good will come of this. Mark my words.”

As Devon continued down the walk, Mrs. Toller furiously tapped her cane. “There is nothing but Indians, outlaws, and uncivilized ruffians out there—Devon, come back here this minute!” she shouted.

Devon got into the cab.

“Goodbye, Mother.”
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The train pulled into the station at Colorado Springs. The day was sunny and bright and the temperature milder than Devon would have anticipated for this time of the year.

She stepped down from the passenger train car and looked around her, feeling much more heartened. The area looked to be civilized and prosperous. After viewing the crude towns along the way and the dotting of sod homes across the prairie landscape, she had begun to have some misgivings about making the trip.

She turned to her companion. “Bridget, please see to the trunks and bags while I secure passage for us on the stage,” she instructed. “That must be the coach there. Hopefully, there will not be a long wait.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Devon walked inside the train depot and went up to the window marked McCLELLAND AND SPOTSWOOD STAGE LINE.

“I require passage for two on the stagecoach to Blue Springs,” she said to the clerk.

The clerk looked up from his ledger. “The passenger stage left yesterday, ma’am. You will have to wait a couple of days for the next one. There’s a nice hotel in town where you can stay.”

Devon smiled. “I am sure the hotel is very nice, but I have an urgent need to get to Blue Springs.”

It was a bit of a fib. She still had some time left until her deadline, but she was tired of traveling and ready for the journey to end. Aside from that, her funds were dwindling.

The clerk was not moved.

“I’m sorry, ma’am. You will have to wait until the next stage. The new track is finished. You can take the train by way of Pueblo to Canon City now and take the stagecoach from there,” he suggested.

“When is the train to arrive here?” she asked.

“Tomorrow.”

“And when will the stagecoach leave Canon City?”

“About three days.”

Devon gave a sigh of irritation. “What about that coach outside? Where is that going?”

The clerk hesitated. “To Blue Springs—but it is not taking passengers.”

“Why not? It is a passenger coach, is it not?”

“Yes, but—”

“Is the coach broken down?”

“No.”

“Then kindly sell me two tickets on it,” insisted Devon.

The clerk peered over his spectacles at her. She was prettier than most of the women who passed through here looking for husbands. Her dress, speech, and manner marked her as a member of the Eastern elite, who, along with English gentry, often visited Colorado Springs, and he wondered why she wasn’t casting her net for a husband here. Blue Springs hardly seemed the logical choice for a woman like her. But then she did have red hair. Perhaps she was one of those women.

Devon cleared her throat. “Are you going to sell me passage on this stagecoach or not?”

Noting the set look on her face, he could see that the woman was not going to be swayed, and he was tired of taking abuse all morning from other angry passengers seeking passage to Blue Springs. Charlie can sort this one out, he decided.

“That’ll be $12,” he said.

Devon emerged from the depot and walked over to the stagecoach.

“Bridget, why are the trunks and bags not aboard?”

“The driver told the porter that he wasn’t takin’ any passengers, miss.”

“Well, we shall see about that,” said Devon. “Driver,” she called, striding over to him.

A stocky, middle-aged man of average height with a bewhiskered, craggy face turned and touched the brim of his slouch hat. “Ma’am?”

“I require that the trunks and bags of my companion and myself be secured on this conveyance,” she said.

“Sorry ma’am. It’s like I told the little lady over there, this stage ain’t takin’ no passengers today.”

“I am bound that you are, sir. I have two tickets to say that you will,” replied Devon staunchly.

“Did Samuel give ya them tickets?” he asked in surprise.

“He did.”

The driver regarded her for a long moment seeing the same intractability in her that the depot clerk had seen.

“Suit yerself, ma’am, but Cort ain’t gonna like it.”

Devon didn’t know who Cort was, but she didn’t much care. 

She and Bridget had just settled themselves inside the stagecoach, when a man approached and came to a halt when he saw them.

He swung his gaze to the driver. “I said no passengers, Charlie. No passengers means no passengers.”

The driver shrugged. “I told ‘em, but Samuel sold ‘em tickets, and the redhead ain’t takin’ ‘no’ fer an answer. I figured you could deal with it. I jest get paid to drive,” he said, climbing up to his seat.

“What the hell was Samuel thinking?” grumbled the man. He pulled open the door. “Sorry, ladies, but this coach is full. You will have to take the next stage.”

Devon lifted her chin a notch and turned her head to coolly regard him. She found his large size and the shotgun that he held at his side intimidating but tried not to show it. According to the dime novels, it wasn’t wise to display fear.

“I see no other passengers,” she responded. “And, as I have purchased passage for my companion and myself to Blue Springs, I fail to see the problem, Mr.—”

“Templeton. And you are—”

“Mrs. Wainwright. This is my companion, Miss Ryan.”

Bridget stared wide-eyed at the man. He looked like the quintessential hero straight out of the dime novels from his boots and fringed buckskin jacket to the Boss of the Plains Stetson hat. Devon was not so enthralled. To her, with his authoritative manner, he represented everyone who had, heretofore, tried to control her life.

Templeton returned Devon’s gaze just as coolly. “The problem is, Mrs. Wainwright, I have reserved this coach, and I have no wish to share it with any other passengers. Is that clear enough for you?”

Devon stiffened. “What is clear, Mr. Templeton, is that you have no manners. And the fact is that I hold tickets for travel on this stagecoach. Unless the company wishes for me to file a charge of fraud against it, my companion and I are taking this coach to Blue Springs. Do I make myself clear?”

Templeton eyes narrowed, and he studied her for a long moment. He was used to encountering strong women in this wild land and often admired their moxie, but he had little tolerance for willfulness. He could force her and her companion from the coach, but he couldn’t risk making a scene now. Everything had to appear normal. He looked up at the driver.

A grin split Charlie’s weathered features. “Told ya.”

Templeton snorted and handed up the cash box to Charlie, then climbed into the coach and sat down beside Devon. She shot him a look of disapproval. The butt of the shotgun that he laid across his lap touched her thigh, and the width of his shoulders took up half the space when he settled back against the seat. If he noticed her displeasure, he didn’t show it. Instead, he propped his long legs on the middle jump seat and pulled his hat down over his eyes.

“Enjoy the ride, ladies. Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” he said.

Devon raised a brow, and she and Bridget glanced uncertainly at each other wondering what he meant by that.

At the other end of the depot, an interested party watched closely. A rider approached from the direction of Colorado City, dismounted, and walked up to him.

The onlooker glanced at the rider perturbed. “Where the hell ya been, Pete? The stage is readying to leave.”

“Ain’t yer no never mind, Rix.”

Rix snorted. “If you mess this up because of a woman, Billy will have yer hide.”

“Ain’t no call to worry none ‘bout me. What’s the word? Is there a cash box or not?”

Rix nodded. “And Templeton is on board with two women.”

Pete looked at him in surprise. “Templeton! Since when is he a messenger shotgun?”

“Since there’s $25,000 in currency in the cash box,” responded Rix. “He’s sittin’ inside the stagecoach. I think he wants it to appear there ain’t no box on board.”

“Twenty-five thousand!” exclaimed Pete. “Are ya sure? That’s more’n we thought.”

“I heard the agent say.”

“Shit. Templeton ain’t gonna give that up without a fight.” Pete spit out his chaw and frowned. “It don’t seem right that Billy always gets half the stakes when we’re takin’ all the risk. He don’t even ride in on most jobs.”

“He’ll ride in on this one when he hears that Templeton is on the stage,” said Rix.

“What’s Billy’s beef with Templeton?”

Rix shrugged. “Billy don’t always need a reason. Templeton has been a thorn in his side since his days with the Colorado Rangers. Even worse, he’s a Yankee.”

The men fell silent as they continued to observe the stagecoach.

“What’s Billy doin’ with all that loot he’s collectin’?” Pete suddenly asked.

Rix shrugged again. “Don’t know an’ I ain’t askin’. Billy shot the last man who wondered on it. You ain’t happy with your cut, then leave. But Billy’s been hintin’ at a job so big after this one you can live out the rest of your life in Mexico off your take.”

Pete snorted. “It better be damn big.”

“You best get goin’,” said Rix. “The stage is leavin’.”

As the stagecoach pulled out, Pete mounted his horse and galloped off.

The conveyance was open on both sides, and Devon and Bridget soon began to cough and sneeze as the horses kicked up clouds of dirt. Grimacing, Devon took out a handkerchief to fan away the dust but with little effect. She had never been on a stagecoach before. Clearly, she had not foreseen this discomfort.

Hearing her grumblings of discontent, Templeton remarked: “You’ll get used to it.”

Devon glared at him but held her tongue.

The road was bumpy. At one point, the coach hit a rut, and she was thrown against him. She quickly regained her seat, but apparently it wasn’t quick enough. Templeton raised his hat and looked at her, then wordlessly pointed to the leather straps that hung down from the roof.

A sharp remark was on the tip of her tongue, but he dropped the hat over his eyes again, effectively cutting her off.

Devon fumed. She had never encountered such rudeness.

An hour and a half into the trip, the stagecoach pulled off the road and came to a stop before a small cabin with a barn and corral.

“Have we arrived?” Devon wondered aloud with mixed feelings.

Templeton roused and glanced at her in surprise. “Not hardly. We’re changing horses. There will be three more stops today. You can stretch your legs then.”

A man hurried out from the barn leading a team of fresh horses and quickly switched out the other team with them. In less than 10 minutes, the stagecoach was back on the road.

At the next stop, the ladies were allowed 10 minutes to attend to their needs and to quench their thirst. It was a new experience for Devon to drink water from a ladle—a community ladle at that! Templeton shook his head as he watched her trying not to touch her lips to the rim as she drank.

“Bridget and I have not eaten since leaving the train this morning,” complained Devon at the third stop. “Is there no food at these places?”

“Not at swing stations,” said Templeton.

“Are we expected to starve then?” she asked irritably, gazing about the dull, barren landscape.

“The next stop is a home station. You can get food and lodging for the night there.”

Devon swung her attention back to him. “Lodging? How far is Blue Springs?”

“Another day from the home station.”

“Another day! I cannot abide this travel another day, Mr. Templeton.”

“I reckon you’ll have to, ma’am.”

“Get on board,” yelled the driver.

Templeton opened the door, and Bridget readily took her seat. Devon didn’t move.

“Ma’am? Unless you wish to walk...”

Devon glared at him and climbed back into the stagecoach.

As the journey continued, she didn’t think it was possible to be any more miserable. Her arm ached and her legs were cramped as she kept a tight grasp on the hanger and her feet braced against the jump seat, determined not to fall into Mr. Templeton’s lap again. Bridget, however, seemed to take the trip in stride, Devon noted with a measure of irritation. To the young maid, everything was an adventure.

They traveled to the other side of Pikes Peak. When they rode through the pass, Devon’s and Bridgett’s jaws dropped as huge walls of pink granite, brown sandstone, and shale suddenly rose up to surround them.

“Oh, miss, I ain’t never seen anything like this before,” breathed Bridget awestruck.

“Nor I,” said Devon.

Templeton watched them, inwardly amused, as the women swiveled their heads from one side to the other so as not to miss any of the spectacle.

Outside of Canon City, the mountains gave way to a plateau, and the stagecoach pulled off the road again to stop at a much larger complex than the swing stations. The stone and timber dwelling was three times bigger and, in addition to the stables, the station also had a blacksmith, a repair shop, and a telegraph.

At the blare of the bugle, a tall, thin man and a short, round woman, both older, came hurrying out of the building. Templeton got out of the coach and went to greet them.

“Cort Templeton, I ain’t seen ya in a coon’s age,” said the woman. “Look how thin ya are. You need a woman to take care of you.”

“If I could find one like you, I might think on it,” returned Templeton with a wink.

The woman broke into a jovial laugh. “You ain’t changed a bit.”

Templeton waved and shouted greetings to the smithy and the wheelwright.

“Since when do you ride as messenger, Cort?” questioned the station manager.

“Never mind that now, Silas,” interrupted his wife. “Cort and Charlie most likely can do with some water and food. Time for talk later.”

“I have two passengers with me,” said Templeton.

The older woman beamed with delight when Devon and Bridget walked up with Charlie.

“This is Mrs. Wainwright and her companion Miss Ryan,” said Cort. “Ladies, this is Silas Webster and his wife Maisy.”

Maisy quickly ushered the girls inside. “Come in, come in and sit yourselves down, ladies, whilst I get you some water to drink. It’s been a spell since I’ve had the company of females.”

Silas Webster laughed to Cort and Charlie as they followed the women inside. “See how soon she forgets our comfort when ladies are around. No matter. I got somethin’ better’n water to wet our whistles.”

“You stayin’ the night, Cort?” asked Maisy hopefully.

Templeton nodded. “Are you expecting any more stages?”

“Not ‘til tomorrow afternoon,” replied Silas.

Templeton looked at Devon and Bridget. “You’re in luck. Maisy is the best cook in the Colorado Territory.”

The older woman chuckled. “He’s partial to any cooking that ain’t his own.”

“Silas, I need you to send a wire to Blue Springs,” said Templeton.

“Sure thing.”

The men walked over to a corner of the room where there was a desk with a telegraph key.

Devon looked around her as she took off her cape and removed her hat. The room was large and held several dining tables and chairs. There was a cook stove at the far end and a huge stone fireplace in the middle of one wall. Next to the stove was a door that led into the Websters’ private rooms.

Dusk was falling and the air was turning cooler. Charlie laid a fire. When Silas and Templeton finished with the telegraph, the three men sat down at a table with a bottle of whiskey. A short while later, the blacksmith and the wheelwright joined them.

The Websters were warm and welcoming. The room felt cozy and Devon, at last, felt some measure of comfort. The ladies shared one table, while the men sat at another discussing politics. After serving up plates of fried chicken, beans, and biscuits, Maisy sat down to eat with Devon and Bridget. When the older woman learned that they were from Boston, she peppered them with questions about the big city.

“You had wash basins and a bathing tub with running water? Imagine that,” she remarked in wonder.

“Yes, and three water closets,” added Bridget.

Maisy wrinkled her brow in confusion. “What might a water closet be?”

When Devon explained about the flush toilet, the older woman was amazed.

“My, my, but we must seem a backward land to you. How come ya to travel here?” asked Maisy.

“I am traveling to Blue Springs to settle my late aunt’s affairs,” replied Devon.

Bridget and Devon helped Maisy gather and clean the dishes—another new experience for Devon—while the men sat in front of the fire smoking and enjoying a last drink. Presently, the blacksmith and the wheelwright retired to their rooms behind their shops.

“Mother, we best be preparin’ to turn in now,” said Silas. “Cort and Charlie are wantin’ to get an early start.”

Devon was wondering where she and Bridget were going to sleep, when Maisy instructed her husband to take out the beds.

Silas went to a long, wooden bench underneath the front window, opened the lid, and took out blankets and rolled-up pallets stuffed with straw.

“Best make your beds by the fire,” he said, handing a pallet and a blanket to each of the surprised ladies. “The nights is turnin’ colder.”

“And ya best make use of the necessary now,” advised Maisy. “The animals like to come out after dark. Take the lantern hangin’ by the door.”

Devon and Bridget looked at each other, then dropped their beds and rushed to the door.

Devon had never imagined having to use outdoor privies on this trip, and Bridget had had to explain to her that the corn cobs hanging outside of them were intended to be used as toilet paper. Devon was still aghast at the idea, and Templeton had to chuckle at the look of disgust on her face every time she had to make use of a necessary.

The girls soon returned with Devon grumbling as usual. “Honestly, Bridget, I don’t know how people put up with such crudity. I nearly faint from the odor.” She stopped and looked around.

“The Websters retired,” said Cort. Anticipating her next question, he pointed to the sink. “There’s a bucket of water to prime the pump in the morning. You can make use of it to wash your hands. Soap is somewhere around there.”

“Thank you, Mr. Templeton,” replied Devon primly. “At least it isn’t a horse’s water trough.”

The ladies washed their hands and prepared their bedding, placing the pallets near the fireplace. Templeton continued to sit at the table finishing his glass of whiskey.

Bridget settled down quickly, but Devon had a difficult time of it. Despite the straw mattress, the floor was hard. The stagecoach driver snored loudly, and her bustle and steel boned corset denied her any comfort. Templeton watched her with amusement as she tossed and turned. At one point, she sat up with a huff of exasperation and yanked the pins from her hair, releasing wavy, auburn tresses to tumble down her back.

She was a head turner he had to admit. Her face was fairly symmetrical, her nose straight and well proportioned. Nicely arched dark brows and long black lashes provided a startling contrast to her bright blue eyes. Few men noticed such details about a woman. They tended to register only whether she was attractive or not. But Templeton was a student of structure and gave study to it.

He returned his attention to the fire. He had to keep his thoughts focused on the plan, particularly now that two women had unwittingly involved themselves in it.

Devon glanced over at him. A lock of light brown hair fell casually across his forehead. It seemed incongruous with his stern, angular features that betrayed little emotion—except for expressions of forbearance and annoyance, which he seemed to favor most with her.

She wondered if he had been in the war. He would be of the age, and it might account for his taciturn manner. It was clear that the man not only didn’t suffer fools—he didn’t suffer anyone, she thought as she finally settled into a comfortable spot.

The next morning, Devon and Bridget were awakened by the sounds and smells of cooking and the early morning light streaming into the room. As uncomfortable as she had been, Devon was surprised that she had slept at all.

“There’s a pail of water on the table if ya be wantin’ to refresh yourselves,” said Maisy.

The girls stiffly got to their feet and stretched. Devon looked around her. Except for Mrs. Webster, they were alone.

“Where are Mr. Templeton and the driver?” she asked in alarm.

Before Mrs. Webster could answer, Devon ran to the door and threw it open only to run squarely into Cort.

“I-I thought you had left,” she stammered, quickly stepping back from him.

He gave her his usual look of forbearance. “Go have your breakfast, Mrs. Wainwright. It is the last food you will see before getting to Blue Springs.”

He walked past her into the room, followed by the driver.

Devon continued to regard Templeton with suspicion. Throughout the meal, she kept her eye on him and the driver. Her fears were not unfounded. Cort had entertained the thought of leaving the women behind. But he knew the scene Devon would make, and, again, he couldn’t trust that he wasn’t being surveilled.

When Devon saw the driver get up and leave the dwelling, she quickly redressed her hair, such as she was able, set her hat, and thanked Mrs. Webster for her hospitality, then hustled Bridget outside to the stagecoach. When Templeton arrived, he found the ladies firmly ensconced in their seats. With a beleaguered sigh, he climbed in and sat down.

While eager to resume the journey, Devon was not so eager to resume it inside a stagecoach. She soon forgot her discomfort, however, as she and Bridget became caught up in the spectacular scenery, once again, as the road twisted through mountain passes and followed along the Arkansas River.

At the second swing station stop, Cort called out to the manager: “Hector, is Sanger here yet?”

“Yeah. I’ll get him.”

Hector disappeared inside the cabin. Seconds later, a young man moseyed out armed with a shotgun and munching on an apple. He yanked open the door on Devon and Bridget’s side and froze, startled by the presence of the two women.

“Uh, Cort, I thought you said no passengers,” he said.

“Change of plans,” replied Templeton. “Get in.”

Bridget slid over, and the young man got in and sat down next to her, still bewildered. Eyeing Bridget more closely, he chucked the half-eaten apple out the window and snatched the bowler hat off his head.

“Brett Sanger, ma’am,” he said, a warm grin crinkling his brown eyes.

Bridget smiled shyly. “I’m Bridget Ryan. This is Mrs. Wainwright, my employer.”

He looked at Devon. “A pleasure, ma’am.”

Devon raised a brow and nodded stiffly. “Mr. Sanger.”

He was a pleasant looking young man, in need of a haircut and a shave, but he raised no red flags to Devon—except that he carried a shotgun, too. Her eyes shifted from Sanger to Templeton. Something was in the wind. All manner of thoughts ran through her mind none of which were comforting.

They had gone a few more miles when the driver shouted out: “We’re in Long Horn Sheep Canyon, Cort. The curve is comin’ up. Best make ready.”

To the surprise of the ladies, Templeton and Sanger immediately dropped the leather curtains on the sides and secured them, then pulled up the pocket windows on the doors.

“What’s amiss?” asked Devon, becoming alarmed.

“A robbery,” replied Templeton.

Devon looked at him. His manner was so casual she couldn’t believe she had heard him correctly. Before she could open her mouth, there came a thump on the roof from the driver, and both men assumed a more serious air as the stagecoach maneuvered the hairpin curve.

“Ladies, move to the jump seat and sit in the center,” ordered Templeton.

“Mr. Templeton—”

“Do as I say, Mrs. Wainwright.”

Devon and Bridget quickly scrambled to the jump seat.

Brett moved to where Devon had been sitting and peeked out the side of the curtain. “They’re comin’, Cort. Looks like eight of ‘em. Hagen is with ‘em.”

Templeton took out a revolver from his shoulder holster. “Do you know how to use a gun, Mrs. Wainwright?”

Devon looked at him, appalled. “Of course not. I’m from Boston.”

Sanger snickered. “Doesn’t anyone have a gun in Boston?”

“Not civilized people,” retorted Devon. “Mr. Templeton, I demand to know what this is all about.”

“Be quiet,” he answered.

There was the warning sound of gunshot. Templeton holstered the revolver, and he and Sanger readied their shotguns as Charlie brought the stagecoach to a halt. Devon could hear a voice shouting for the driver to throw down the cash box. Bridget gasped and both women tensed when two men peered through the door windows, one on each side of the stagecoach.

“Looks like just the two women,” one of them yelled out.

“Where’s Templeton?” a voice shouted back.

“Can’t see. The windows is dusty.”

“Well, open the doors, you idiots!”

At the sound of the handles being unlatched, Templeton and Sanger kicked open the doors with all of their force, catching the unsuspecting robbers hard in the chest and sending them sprawling on the ground, the wind knocked out of them. With the attention of the other outlaws momentarily diverted by the action, Charlie whipped out his rifle and began shooting.

“Get on the floor and keep your heads down!” Templeton yelled to the women. He and Brett cocked their firearms and jumped out of the coach.

Their eyes wide with fear, Devon and Bridget immediately dropped to the floor. Everything had happened so fast.

“Oh, Miss Devon, we should have stayed in Boston. We’re gonna die for sure,” wailed Bridget as a shot whizzed through the coach just over their heads.

With the sound of more gunshots, the horses whinnied and pranced. Devon banged her head against the seat when the coach suddenly lurched forward, and her heart leaped to her throat as she imagined a runaway coach plunging them over a cliff. Bridget’s cries became louder, unnerving Devon more.

“Hold the horses, Charlie,” yelled Templeton.

“I’m tryin’,” the driver shouted back.

Another volley of shots was exchanged before what was left of the battered gang galloped off. Charlie struggled with the horses a little longer before bringing them under control.

“You okay, Charlie?” asked Templeton. 

“Yeah.” The driver picked up his hat from the floor of the driver’s seat. “Hells bells and damnation!” he exclaimed, sticking his finger through a bullet hole in the crown. “The bastards got my lucky hat.”

Two robbers lay moaning on the ground, still trying to catch their breath from having the stagecoach doors crashed into their ribs. Templeton and Sanger yanked them roughly to their feet.

“You have room on top for these two?” asked Templeton.

Charlie nodded. “You bet.”

“Brett, ride shotgun to keep an eye on them,” directed Cort.

“I think you broke my ribs,” complained one of the robbers as Templeton propelled him forward.

“He’ll break your head if you don’t get a move on,” said Sanger, pushing the other prisoner ahead.

While Sanger securely tied the two robbers to the roof of the coach, Templeton corralled one of the outlaws’ horses, tied it to the back of the stagecoach, and hefted the body of a dead outlaw over it.

“Too bad he ain’t Hagen,” remarked the driver.

When Templeton pulled open the door, he was surprised to find the women still huddled on the floor.

“You can get up now,” he said.

Devon and Bridget cautiously raised their heads.

“Are they gone?” asked Devon.

Templeton nodded.

“What if they come back?” whimpered Bridget.

“They won’t,” he said.

Devon and Bridget sat up and shakily took their seats. Templeton swung himself inside beside Devon, and the coach took off once again.

“Who were those men?” asked Devon, breathing heavily as her heart continued to pound hard against her chest.

“The Hagen gang,” replied Cort. 

“Are they murderers?”

“Most likely.”

The women gasped.

“Dear God, we might have been killed,” said Devon.

“Welcome to the Wild West, Mrs. Wainwright.”

“But in the dime novels, bandits were gentlemen...like Black Bart,” said Bridget.

“Dime novels tend to exaggerate, Miss Ryan.”

“Have you ever been shot?” she asked.

“Hush, Bridget. You mustn’t bother Mr. Templeton with such questions,” chided Devon.

They rode in silence, then, as Cort tried to figure Hagen’s next move, and the ladies struggled to come to terms with their mortality. Periodically, Devon glanced sideways at him. She had no idea what to make of this man. He could have been just as easily killed today, and yet he appeared unfazed.

“How did you know the stagecoach would be attacked?” she questioned at length.

“They thought we were carrying a cash box,” replied Templeton, detecting a note of suspicion in her tone. “It stood to reason.”

“How did you know it would be at that spot?”

“The curve, Mrs. Wainwright.”

“What does a curve matter?”

“The stagecoach has to slow down. And we are a few miles from the next swing station. The horses are beginning to play out and not likely able to outrun the bandits,” explained Templeton. “It is all very logical, Mrs. Wainwright.”

Devon bristled at his patronizing manner. “Why didn’t you warn us that you were at risk of being robbed?” she demanded to know.

“Would you have believed me and reconsidered your plans?”

“No. I would have thought it a ploy given your manner at the time,” responded Devon crisply.

“Then I am absolved in the matter.”

“No, Mr. Templeton, you are not! Had your approach been more honest, I would have reconsidered taking the next stage.”

Sanger suddenly banged on the side of the coach. “Cort, look what’s on the ridge.”

“I saw them,” Templeton shouted back.

Devon was not about to be blindsided again and leaned past Templeton to look out the window. She drew back with a gasp.

“What is it?” asked Bridget.

“Indians,” replied Devon.

Terror flashed across the girls’ faces as they mentally recalled accounts in the newspapers of Indian atrocities against white settlers.

“Oh, madam, the stories said Indians are partial to women with red and yellow hair,” squeaked Bridget, still unnerved by the robbery attempt.

“What do you think they want?” cried out Sanger. “The prisoners are gettin’ nervous.”

“They’re probably riled up about the Brunot Treaty,” responded Templeton.

“What should we do?”

“Nothing. Ignore them.”

Devon looked at Templeton as though he had lost his mind. “Ignore them! How can you be so cavalier about Indians? I demand that you make ready your firearms.”

“Oh yes, please, Mr. Templeton,” pleaded Bridget.

“Your scalps are safe, ladies. They will not attack,” he said.

“How can you be so sure?” quizzed Devon.

“It’s a Ute hunting party. The latest treaty gives them hunting rights as long as they remain peaceful. They will not risk losing that.”

“Logic again, Mr. Templeton?” questioned Devon with heavy sarcasm. “Indians have committed terrible acts against white people. One can ill afford to let down his guard for even a moment.”

“The white man and his government have committed just as many atrocities and indignities against them, if not more.”

“How so?” challenged Devon.

“Settlers have descended upon their lands like locusts, killing off their buffalo, destroying their food supply. They’ve brought disease and have disrespected Indian customs and sacred grounds,” replied Templeton. “Every time ore is discovered on Native land, the government rewrites the treaty and moves the people to land less hospitable than the last.”

“That is no reason for them to kill indiscriminately like—”

“Savages?”

“Well, yes.”

“Did you ever hear of the Sand Creek Massacre in 1864 or the Marias River Massacre in 1870, Mrs. Wainwright?”

“No.”

“Suffice it to know, there is savagery on both sides.”

He settled back then, pulled his hat over his eyes, and folded his arms across his chest, ending the conversation.

Devon inwardly fumed at his careless disregard for their safety, and she and Bridget kept a tense, vigilant eye in his stead as the Indians continued to follow along for a few more miles before disappearing from sight. Even then, Devon couldn’t relax. Outlaws...Indians—what kind of place was this that death was viewed so casually?

When the stagecoach rolled into Blue Springs a few hours later without further incident, Devon breathed a sigh of relief. She couldn’t take any more surprises this day.

The town was on the southwest side of the Arkansas River. The driver crossed the bridge and drove up Front Street past the livery stables, the stage line office, a barber shop, gun shop, butcher shop, post office, and telegraph office, then turned onto a street lined with various other shops and businesses, the anchor buildings being the dancehall and saloon and hotel.

When the driver brought the horses to a stop in front of the hotel, Templeton shoved back his hat, opened the door, and stepped out of the stagecoach. To Devon’s surprise, he waited to hand down her and Bridget.

Devon looked around her at the town. She wasn’t sure what she had expected, but it wasn’t dusty, muddy streets and a colorless landscape.

She suddenly clutched her chest when she saw the robber draped lifelessly over a horse tied behind the stagecoach. “Is that man dead?”

“Deader than a doornail,” said Sanger.

“We’ve been trailing a dead man all day?” shrieked Devon. She gagged and clamped a hand over her mouth.

An older man of slight stature wearing a deputy’s badge hurried over to the stage. He stopped in surprise when he saw the ladies. “I thought there weren’t supposed to be no passengers, Cort.”

“Never mind, Jasper. Did the stage get through yesterday with the cash box?”

“Yeah. The decoy worked great. I see ya got some prisoners and a stiff one.” Jasper spit a stream of tobacco juice in the dirt, and Devon fixed him with such a withering glare he nearly swallowed his plug of chaw. “Ah, sorry, ma’am.... I’ll jest take this here body to the undertaker,” he quickly volunteered.

“Good idea,” replied Templeton, holding back a snicker.

When Jasper went to untie the horse from the stagecoach, Devon angrily rounded on Templeton. “You planned for that robbery to happen? How dare you not tell us! Bridget and I were frightened half out of our wits, not to mention the fact that we could have been killed! Furthermore...”

Templeton calmly regarded her, amusement twitching at the corners of his mouth as the feather in her hat limply wagged in time to her tirade. Her hair had lost some pins, and she impatiently brushed tendrils away from her face. Her suit was rumpled with smudges of dirt, her bustle was slightly askew—definitely not the lady who had boarded the stagecoach two days ago.

“If you remember, Mrs. Wainwright, you admitted that you wouldn’t have believed me if I had told you the plan,” said Templeton when she had finished.

Devon bristled. “Well, perhaps if you had told me that you had deliberately set yourself up to be robbed, I would have.”

“I doubt it. You were dead set on taking this stage, and I couldn’t risk tipping my hand with a scene. Most likely, we were being watched. Everything had to appear normal.”

Devon was searching for a stinging retort, when Bridget tactfully suggested: “Madam, the day is coming to an end. Perhaps you should see to your matters before Mr. Stilwell leaves his office.”

Devon took a deep breath and gathered herself. “Yes, Bridget, you are quite right. This is not getting us anywhere when some people cannot admit to a mistake and proffer a proper apology.”

“I quite agree, madam,” replied Templeton, giving her a pointed look.

Devon bristled again. “Will someone please direct me to Mr. Stilwell’s place of business?”

“Across the street next to the bank,” said Cort. “What do you want with Frank Stilwell?”

“Not that it is any of your business, he was my aunt’s attorney,” replied Devon. “When she passed, he notified me that I had inherited her property here.”

Templeton’s eyes narrowed as he studied her closer. “Who was your aunt?” he questioned, though he already had a pretty good idea. He could see the resemblance now. The red hair and stubborn character were clear giveaways.

“My aunt’s name was Clarissa Cain,” replied Devon.

A look of bewilderment crossed Templeton’s face. “You don’t mean Sadie Smith?”

“No, I mean Clarissa Cain. She runs—ran— a boarding house in town.”

“Was your aunt a striking woman with red hair like yours?”

“I never met her, but it sounds like a description I’ve heard of her,” responded Devon impatiently. “I assume you work for the stagecoach company, Mr. Templeton. Please see that the bags and trunks are sent to my aunt’s boarding house. Do you know where that is?”

“I believe so. I was acquainted with your aunt, Mrs. Wainwright.”

“I suppose everyone is acquainted in a town this size. Come along, Bridget.”

Bridget discreetly straightened her mistress’ bustle, and they crossed the street. 

The driver came to stand beside Templeton. “She’s Sadie’s kin? Why didn’t you tell her, Cort?”

“If you knew anything about women, Charlie, you would know that she isn’t the type you tell anything to. She has to find out for herself.”

“Guess that’s why I ain’t married,” said the driver. ‘How long do you think she’ll stay?”

“Not long.”

The driver sighed wistfully. “Too bad. Don’t get many women around here, especially ones that look like her.”

“Consider yourself lucky,” returned Templeton. “A woman like her complicates a man’s life. Besides, she’s married.”

“Married...what kind of husband would let her cross the country by herself?”

“She probably didn’t bother to consult him,” replied Templeton dryly.

“She is a mite willful.” The driver stroked his beard thoughtfully. “Her companion is right pretty. Is she married?”

Templeton laughed. “C’mon, Charlie, she’s young enough to be your daughter.”

“I ain’t that old,” retorted Charlie. “I still got plenty of kick in my pants.”

“Be that as it may, I’d be willing to bet that Sanger is planning to woo her himself. He couldn’t take his eyes off Miss Ryan from the moment he saw her.”

Charlie snorted. “Brett is just a kid—betwixt hay and grass.”

“So is Miss Ryan. Leave them alone. Come on, I’ll buy you a drink at the saloon after we check in at the stage line office.”

“Oh, all right,” grumbled the driver. “But I ain’t that old. Hey, you gonna deliver the ladies’ belongin’s—bein’ that you work for the stagecoach line?” he asked with a snicker.

Templeton cracked a smile. “Mrs. Wainwright seems to make a lot of assumptions, doesn’t she?”

Devon and Bridget walked down the wide boardwalk. Blue Springs was not the bustling community that Colorado Springs was, but it wasn’t as bad as she had thought upon first sight. It had a certain charm to it.

The wood buildings were neatly painted and well-kept, and though the architecture was unsophisticated, there was an attempt to copy Victorian design with the use of decorative fretting, turned posts, and overhangs. When they came to the general store, she and Bridget peeked through the window. It appeared to be well stocked.

They continued on. The boardwalk stepped down to street level at this point and Devon and Bridget crossed an alley, then stepped back onto a lower boardwalk and passed by the jail and marshal’s office.

They crossed another alley and stepped up to a higher walkway again before coming to the bank. As directed, the attorney’s office was next to it. A plaque bearing Frank Stilwell’s name was affixed to the front of the building next to the door.

The ladies entered and encountered a bespectacled clerk who gave them an odd look. When Devon announced herself, the clerk scurried into a back room. Minutes later, a lean, attractive man with greying hair and neatly trimmed mustache emerged. Devon was gratified to see that he was a gentleman of some elegance and manners and wondered what he was doing out here in a place like this.

“Mrs. Wainwright,” he greeted warmly, regarding her with some surprise. “I was pleased to receive notice from the detective that I could expect your arrival. When I had no reply from my previous notices, I feared you to be declining your inheritance. Your aunt was most desirous that you should be a beneficiary of her estate. I would have been quite dismayed had I failed in my duty.”

“Thank you, Mr. Stilwell. This is my companion, Miss Ryan.”

The attorney gave a slight bow. “A pleasure, Miss Ryan.”

“Mr. Stilwell, I must confess to some confusion on the matter,” said Devon. “I was not acquainted with my aunt. I wonder that my mother, her sister, was not named the beneficiary of the estate instead.”

The attorney hesitated. “I’m afraid I cannot answer that, Mrs. Wainwright. But I can tell you that your aunt was very fond of you.”

Devon looked at the attorney in surprise. “I cannot think why. We had no contact that I can recall.”

“She still kept track of her family. If I may say so, Mrs. Wainwright, you bear a strong resemblance to your aunt.”

“Indeed. I would not know I am sorry to say. Mr. Stilwell, I understand there is a house.”

“Yes. I have been seeing to its upkeep.”

“Good. I am anxious to settle in as soon as possible. My companion and I have had a long journey and a rather trying day.”

“Of course, madam. Stagecoach travel can be rather tedious,” commented the attorney, again taking note of Devon’s disheveled appearance.

“Tedious, sir, would have been far more preferable to what Miss Ryan and I experienced,” responded Devon stoutly.

“How so, madam?”

“Robbers attacked our coach, and a band of Indians followed for miles in plain sight.”

Stilwell looked at her, alarmed. “Good heavens, dear lady. I hope that you and your companion were not harmed.”

“No, Mr. Stilwell, just shaken. I am not sure that we will remain here beyond the time necessary to claim my inheritance.”

“I can assure you, Mrs. Wainwright, our town is quite safe. The marshal and his deputies keep matters well-in-hand.”

“We shall see, sir. May we proceed, Mr. Stilwell? Miss Ryan and I are very tired.”

“Certainly, madam. There are just a few papers for you to sign.” He turned to his clerk. “Tobias, please see to Miss Ryan’s comfort while Mrs. Wainwright and I take care of the details in my office.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Mr. Stilwell, are there still boarders in the house?” asked Devon, as she followed the attorney into his private office.

“No, they all departed after your aunt’s funeral. Please sit down, Mrs. Wainwright.”

As Devon sat down in the leather chair, he took his seat behind the desk. After some rifling in his desk drawer, the attorney produced some documents.

“I need your signature on these three pages, Mrs. Wainwright.”

Devon started to read through the papers and stopped. “The name on these papers is Sadie Smith nee Clarissa Cain.”

“Your aunt changed her name many years ago,” said the attorney.

“Then Mr. Templeton was right,” she murmured to herself. “Mr. Stilwell, why did she change her name?”

“It is not uncommon for a young woman to do so upon leaving home, especially under the circumstances of your aunt,” explained Stilwell. “I understand there was a bitter estrangement.”

“I don’t know the details, but I was told that my grandfather disavowed her,” said Devon.

“Suffice it to know, Mrs. Wainwright, Sadie was a very proud and independent woman.”

Devon suddenly felt a deep sense of gratitude to her aunt, for it was only because of her aunt’s legacy that Devon had had the wherewithal to defy her mother and declare her own independence.

“It must have taken great strength and courage for Aunt Clarissa to strike out on her own and succeed in a world so hostile to women,” remarked Devon as she signed the papers. “Did you know her well, Mr. Stilwell?”

The attorney smiled wistfully. “Yes, I am proud to say...for many years. I admired her very much.”

“Did she have a good life...a happy life?” asked Devon.

“As all of us do, she had regrets,” admitted Stilwell. “But they were few.”

“I am happy to hear that, sir. The detective mentioned that there was a purse and additional land.”

“Yes. The bank is holding an account for you in the amount of $53,000. The remainder of Sadie’s money went into a trust for the continued benefit of Blue Springs.”

The attorney took out three more documents.

“These are the deeds to the house and to two parcels of land,” he said. “Sadie had started to make plans for a ranch on the parcel of land outside of town. This other parcel is in the Cripple Creek area. Can’t for the life of me figure how she came by that one. Most likely from a miner down on his luck. Sadie was a soft touch for a sad story.”

Devon was astonished. “I had no idea the estate was so sizable.”

“Your aunt knew how to run a business. Her house is across the street at the end of the block.”

Stilwell took a key from a side drawer and handed it to her. “This belongs to you now, Mrs. Wainwright. If I may, I would like to suggest that you keep the land deeds in a safe place. One never knows when or where gold or silver might be discovered around here, in which case certain people would find the land worth appropriating by hook or by crook.”

Devon nodded. “Thank you, sir, for your services and your counsel.... Mr. Stilwell, how did my aunt die?” she asked in afterthought.

The attorney hesitated. “Regrettably, she fell down the stairs.”

“How sad. Where is she buried? I should like to pay my respects.”

“Of course. Sadie is buried in the church cemetery outside of town. Is there anything more that you require of me at the moment, Mrs. Wainwright?”

“Oh, there is the matter of the reimbursement for my travel expenses,” Devon suddenly remembered.

“Say no more, madam.” The attorney took out a notebook and tore out a bank note. “Give this to Henry Parker at the bank and have him send an accounting to me.”

Devon looked at the bank note. “It is blank. You are this trusting?”

Stilwell smiled. “It is your money, Mrs. Wainwright.”

Hit once again with a new sense of liberation, she gave a little laugh. “Yes...yes, it is, isn’t it?” Devon frowned then with another thought. “Will Mr. Parker allow me a conference, sir?”

“Why ever not, madam?”

“In Boston, a woman can do business in a bank only through her husband or, if a widow, through her solicitor.”

Stilwell smiled again. “That is in the East. You will find life here quite different, madam.”

Their business concluded, the attorney ushered her out to the reception room.

When Devon and Bridget departed, Stilwell stood at the window and watched as they walked across the street, his mood contemplative.

“Tobias, tell Marshal Templeton I would like a word with him.”

“Yes, sir.”
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Devon left the attorney’s office buoyed by her prospects. It had rained the night before, and she and Bridget had to pick their way across the muddy street.

There was no boardwalk at this end of town. A building was under construction. A sign indicated that it was to be the new town hall and courthouse.

Next to it was a town square of sorts with a gazebo, though there was no grass or plantings of flowers as there would have been in Boston—just dirt and more mud. Come to think of it, there wasn’t a blade of grass or a shade tree to be seen anywhere, she suddenly realized. It was no wonder the place had such a stark look to it.

On the other side of the gazebo at the very end of the block, the girls came to a house on a large plot of land surrounded by an iron fence. Standing outside of the gate, they stared in wonder at the elegant Victorian mansion. The roof was red, the exterior dark blue with cream colored trim and fretwork, and a large porch curved around to a turret on one side.

“Oh, madam, it looks to be quite fine,” said Bridget.

Devon nodded and opened the gate. It looked to be quite fine, indeed, even by Boston standards. She hadn’t expected to find anything so nice in a town of dirt streets and wooden buildings with flat roofs and false fronts.

“Are you sure this is the right house?” asked Bridget as they walked up the steps to the front porch.

Devon took out the key from her reticule and inserted it in the lock of the door. “I dare say that it is,” she replied as she turned the knob and opened the door.

They stepped inside to a generous foyer with a large chandelier, dark stained moldings, and walls covered in cream-colored wallpaper with gold flocking. A wine-colored carpet ran up the middle of the steps of a wide, sweeping staircase with a three-quarter turn.

Mesmerized, the girls continued into a large parlor off the foyer. It was dark. When Devon drew open the heavy drapes, she and Bridget looked around the room, again pleasantly surprised by the tasteful furnishings.

The curtains were dark red against olive green walls and white trim. The sofa and straight chairs were upholstered in a continuous tapestry scene, and a rug with a floral design covered the wood floor.

In the alcove of the turret was a large card table. A fireplace framed with an intricately carved wood surround was against an interior wall. And in the corner near a window was an item dear to Devon’s heart.

“Oh look, miss, there’s a piano,” said Bridget. “You will be able to play again.”

Devon walked over to it and smiled as she ran her fingers up and down the keyboard of the rosewood square grand piano. It was still in tune.

“And I shall play it when we are settled,” she said. “Come, let us see the rest of the house, Bridget.”

They walked across the foyer into another large room, which Devon assumed was the dining room. Here, the walls were mauve in color and the drapes green, and a fine carpet of oriental design covered the floor. But in place of a formal dining table and chairs, Devon was surprised to find the room set up with tea tables, lounges and upholstered chairs like another parlor. 

A door opened into a butler’s pantry, and Devon and Bridget passed through it into the kitchen. It too, was of a generous size well supplied with a step-up cook stove, a sink with cold running water, pots and pans, and a variety of modern cooking utensils.

There was a large worktable in the center of the room and, next to it, a smaller table with four chairs. Devon was particularly perplexed to find a pantry filled with bottles of liquor and cupboards full of fine china and crystal when there was no formal dining room.

She walked over to a door and opened it and let out a cry of joy. “Look, Bridget, there is a bathing room with a sink and a tub.”

As in Boston, the tin tub was in the shape of a shoe, but plumbing pipes were exposed instead of hidden away in a fine wooden box. The tap produced only cold water when Devon tried it, but there
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