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      October 1886

      Could there be anything more exciting than a secret code?

      "Out!" Opal jumped and scrambled around the wide meeting table, shoving her friends out of their chairs. "Get out!" She snapped as her self-consciousness disappeared with her growing excitement. Energy shot through her that wouldn't be stemmed until she filled her brain with the code.

      The world fell away, and her curiosity piqued.

      Opal pushed one big man after another out of his chair, uncaring for their feelings. Their mumbles and grumbles and questions would go unanswered; she didn't have time for them. Opal circled the table, pulling away empty chairs and lining them up against the back wall of the massive office.

      She needed to work on her feet. Her eyes never left the books on the table as she flitted around, setting up her workspace. She'd needed a purpose for a long time, and she may just have found it.

      Code-breaking!

      Maggie Jacob's mansion was lovely, but until they'd entered the office, it'd held no genuine interest for Opal. The long, wide, marble hallways were pretty enough, and the tall windows that let in loads of glittering sunlight were lovely, but it was just a place. Opal enjoyed a few scattered hours discovering secret doorways and hidden safe rooms throughout the mansion. She enjoyed investigating the library shelves. Still, nothing jumped out at her or kept her attention for long.

      The office was different. The dim lighting, smoky, dusty scent, and peaceful quiet combined with the intrigue, tickled her whimsy. Opal, in her heart of hearts, was an investigator. Nothing grabbed her like a mystery did.

      She pushed and pulled the ledgers, files, and notebooks around the outside edge of the table, lining things up so she could see it as she danced around.

      Before digging in, she sat on the settee to remove her shoes and socks.

      How could anyone think with shoes on?

      The door lock clicked. Opal glanced up when she realized Daniel hadn't left with the others. He waved the key at her, tucked it in his pocket, and sauntered back across Mr. Jacobs's office. Mr. Jacobs had been dead for over a year, and his office was left to grow dusty. The play of motes in the sunlight caught Opal's attention as Daniel crossed through a beam. She watched the shining orbs dance and slowly make their way back to the carpet. Her nose tickled at the stale smell and her eyes struggled to see through the gloom.

      She loved it!

      "You can go too. I'll let you know when I figure this out." Opal turned away from Daniel and flung her boots toward the door; her stockings followed in the same direction. After discarding all of her hairpins in the same manner, she looked up at Daniel again and nodded toward the door.

      "Pretty confident, huh? I'll stay; we can do it together." He removed his jacket, folded it, and set it on the seat of a chair by the wall. Opal stared at her boots where she'd chucked them with her stockings hanging off the edge of a table where they'd caught.

      Why was everyone so much neater than her?

      Daniel was her best friend; he'd been her favorite person for a long time. She didn't see how he could help, but she didn't mind his presence in the lush office. As a sheriff, he might explain things to her she didn't understand. It could be helpful to have him around, after all.

      He was nice to look at, too.

      It was her first day in Boston, and she already had a mystery to solve. She'd hoped for an adventure when she'd left Hope, Montana Territory, four days earlier. Still, she'd never expected it to find her so quickly.

      As she watched the dust play in the sunlight, her mind wandered home.
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        * * *

      

      September 1886

      Hope, Montana Territory was beautiful in the early autumn. The air was crisp but not yet sharp and cold. Early September mornings were the best, just enough chill to energize but not enough to bite.

      Opal hauled a stack of logbooks toward the house she shared with her mother. Her shoes pinched, and her shoulders sagged under the weight of the enormous books. It'd been a pretty slow morning for gossip around town, so she decided to work from home for the day. Even the cafe had nothing exciting going on.

      She enjoyed a little intrigue with her coffee.

      At home, Opal dumped the ledgers on a side table and went to the kitchen for water. As she moved through the house, she picked things up and put them down as she went. Her shoe pinched again, and she remembered what she'd come into the kitchen to do.

      Sitting on a chair, she opened the laces on her boots and kicked them in the general direction of the door. She tugged off her stockings and flung them across the room. She needed to pick up one of these days. Opal considered doing it, but the logbooks on the side table pulled her in a more exciting direction.

      Opal loved a list of numbers; something about it soothed her.

      She returned to the parlor and shuffled the logbooks, pulling out Mr. Chilton's account books for the Mercantile. You'd think a man who could run a business as successfully as he did would be better with accounting. If she didn't spend ten hours a week sorting out his affairs, he'd never stay in business. She shook her head and rubbed her hands together. Her mouth was dry; she looked for her water glass and remembered that she hadn't poured herself a drink. The numbers had her though, she'd get a drink in a minute.

      Opal liked to haunt the businesses in town, listening for news or gossip. One day, she'd been in the mercantile and overheard Mr. Chilton complaining to his wife about his records. Opal glanced at Mr. Chilton's books, pushed him away from the counter, and took over. That was over three years ago. After setting the mercantile's records straight, she'd been asked to take over the books for three other businesses around town.

      Millie Tanner's Dress Shop was her favorite. Millie always had juicy bits of local news to share; as an avid collector of such information, Opal was always happy to listen. Her three hours per week in Millie's shop were half spent on gossip over tea.

      Cooper's Saloon was a great place to sit and work because men liked to talk when they drank, and she learned a lot of private information while she poured over his books. She'd learned to plan her day, so she ended up in the saloon in the latter part of the afternoon. She'd take a table in a corner, at the end of the bar, where she could work and listen simultaneously.

      Mr. Black's Blacksmith Shop didn't need her help. Mr. Black just liked her to double-check his calculations. He was always correct, but didn't trust himself because of his lack of formal education. She'd told him many times that he didn't need her, but he appreciated the extra eyes on his books. She brought his books home to work on because there was very little exciting gossip to be heard at the livery.

      Opal had no such self-confidence issues when it came to working. She was good at her job, and she enjoyed it. The bigger the mess to sort out, the more she enjoyed doing it. In every other aspect of her life, her confidence faltered. She worked harder and longer than she needed to because it was the only time she felt entirely secure.

      She liked to alternate between working in the various establishments and working at home. On quiet days, she'd bring the books home; she only hung out if there were people around, then worked as she listened.

      She preferred to work with her shoes off and her hair down. Opal grabbed a fresh pencil and sat on the floor with her back against the davenport, and got to work. Outside of the house, she attempted to be a proper, well-behaved lady, but at home, she was herself. Shoes were the worst kind of torture, and she never wore them for a minute longer than she needed to.
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        * * *

      

      "Opal? Are you here?" her mother called.

      "I'm back here." She looked around; it'd gotten late in the day.

      What time was it when she sat down?

      She looked at the log ledger. Why was she studying figures from months earlier? Why was she recalculating all the figures in the book? Opal shook her head and sighed. Her throat was bone dry; she couldn't force moisture down it. She should've gotten water hours ago.

      Opal rubbed her eyes and scolded herself.

      Opal snapped the book closed and dropped it onto the floor before joining her mother in the kitchen. Opal's mother was one of her favorite people, tied with the town sheriff; who still hadn't realized she was in love with him.

      Mrs. Whitfield looked more like Opal's sister than her mother. They shared the same long, wavy, dark blonde hair and soft oval-shaped brown eyes. They were the same height. Opal wished for one more inch so she could tease her mother about being taller, but it never came. Mrs. Whitfield had a few wrinkles springing up around her eyes and at the corners of her mouth over the last few years, but they did nothing to detract from her beauty. She was a vibrant, smiling woman; Opal wanted to be just like her mother.

      Their similarities ended with appearance; their personalities were nearly exact opposites. Where Mrs. Whitfield was easy-going and steady, Opal was unpredictable. She could be found either blowing through town stirring up the gossip mill or lost for days on end in a project or book. She felt everything deeply and worried over other people's perceptions of her, while her mother was self-assured and peaceful. At 23, Opal was approaching spinsterhood, but the only man she had any interest in was Daniel Smith, her best friend. He didn't know she was interested, or he ignored it. She wasn't sure which. They'd worked together for years, Opal inserting herself into his investigations and helping him whenever she could. She had a talent for overhearing interesting bits of news and enjoyed sharing them with Daniel.

      "How was your day, mama?" She took a sack from her mother and put the groceries away. While she was a slob in most areas of her life, she liked to have the kitchen things put away precisely where they belonged, in perfect order. She was a mystery to even herself sometimes.

      "It was good. I heard you spent half the afternoon in the saloon yesterday." Mrs. Whitfield tipped her head and raised her eyebrows in a disapproving look that Opal had known her whole life.

      "I did. I wanted to hear if there was any more information about the Benson gang coming after the Maxwell family,” she said with a shrug. "Nothing interesting was going on. Doug Houser's in the dog house," she chuckled, "which I think is hilarious. His wife found him smoking again after she told him he had to give it up. I guess she's icing him out."

      Her mother picked up Opal's dishes from lunch and took them to the sink to wash. "I don't know why he thinks spending the day in the saloon's going to soften her up. He should glean the last flowers from the field and apologize to her instead." Opal nodded at her mother's wisdom.

      "I heard that...."

      "Enough." Her mother cut her off, "You're the biggest gossip in this town."

      "I'm only sharing what I heard." She finished unpacking the sack and folded it up. She wasn't a gossip; Opal didn't make up information to spread. She shared what she'd heard.

      That wasn't gossiping.

      "The things you heard while you were pretending to do the books and eavesdropping, you mean." Her mother picked up Opal's jacket and reticule from the back of a chair and hung them on a hook by the door.

      "Ugh, it's not eavesdropping if I happen to be sitting there and people speak openly within my hearing," Opal grunted at her mother in frustration. They had the same argument a million times. How could her mother not be interested in the things happening in their town? She pulled a cup from the cupboard and poured herself tea, scraping her dry tongue over the roof of her mouth.

      "What are your plans this afternoon? I have to return to the dress shop and work a few more hours,” her mother said. Mrs. Whitfield was a seamstress and worked with Millie. She'd taught Opal how to sew, but she rarely had the patience to do it. Once in a while, she'd get absorbed in a project, and Opal could be an excellent seamstress herself, but it was rare for her to begin and finish a project. Her mother often finished the dresses she started.

      "I'm having tea with Elenor. She invited the ladies from the Maxwell Ranch to join us. I hope they can make it,” Opal said. She enjoyed the Maxwell women very much. "I'm dying for news from Boston. I wonder if they've got anything new to share on the Benson investigation."

      Her mother didn't even bother to stop her; she just picked up a pile of letters Opal had set on the counter and returned them to the desk in the sitting room.

      Opal didn't give her mother's abandonment a second thought. She was thinking about her tea. She loved being included in the Maxwell family group.

      When Opal made friends with Jeni, she didn't know how much excitement, adventure, and danger it would bring to her. They'd met on the street, and at first, Opal judged her harshly. She regretted that conversation when she'd called Jeni a whore. That's what she'd heard, though. In true Jeni fashion, she'd been graceful about it, and Jeni had swayed Opal's opinion almost instantly.

      She shouldn't relish the drama and intrigue as much as she did.

      A few months back, the whole town came into trouble when Mr. Benson's gang arrived to wage war on the Maxwell Group. She'd have stayed in town and monitored things, but since Daniel had moved back to the family ranch, Opal went as well. Her mother refused to join them, unwilling to let work back up.

      Opal didn't know how to make Daniel understand that her feelings for him had changed from friends to romantic love. She continued as she always had, hoping that one day he'd return her feelings. It was a bonus that she adored the women in his life, his sisters-in-law, and she was treated as a part of the family.

      "If the girls come down, ask them how Abigail's feeling." Her mother wiped the counters with a rag and interrupted Opal's rambling thoughts. "I heard she was having some trouble with her pregnancy."

      "I will. Last I heard, she was getting over the morning sickness. She was feeling a little better."

      "I hope that's the case. I had terrible morning sickness when I was expecting you. It was not limited to the morning though; it was more like all day and night sickness,” she laughed and swatted Opal with the towel.

      "It's lucky I'm so wonderful and make up for all the trouble,” she joked.

      "You're still an awful lot of trouble." Her mother kissed her head and then straightened the papers strewn across the table. "Have a good day. I'll see you at dinnertime."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Opal spotted Daniel on her way to Elenor Bix's boardinghouse for tea. Elenor had the biggest sitting room, and they always met there when everyone came to town. The sunny yellow accents provided a cheerful backdrop for their interesting conversations. Opal looked toward the boardinghouse and then back down the road to Daniel's retreating figure.

      She could be late for tea.

      He was in the sheriff's office when she entered. "Have you had any news from Boston?" she asked with no preamble. Oh, Daniel was handsome; it struck her every time she laid eyes on him. Something about his dark hair, green eyes and his tall, lean build got her heart rate up.

      "Nothing new. Will's watching out for Maggie Jacobs. She seems to have been unharmed. After over a year of captivity, I don't think anyone expected such a good outcome."

      "You know they got married, right? You should call her Maggie Hughes."

      "I'm the one who told you. It's not a proper marriage though. He had to protect her from Mr. Benson trying to force marriage on her. They're going to have it annulled, anyway."

      "Oh, right, whatever. I want to know more, so much more. Why does news have to take so long?" She whined. She glided around the room, shifting paperwork from one place to another. Opal straightened piles and tapped papers against the desk, absently making things neater by messing up his system.

      "I wish you'd leave those things alone. You're mixing up my wanted flyers with my warrants,” she stopped and looked down. She hadn't meant to touch any of his things.

      "Sorry." She dropped his papers into another pile and then looked back at him. His gaze was so intense, flutters erupted in her belly.

      "Opal, did you need anything?" he asked.

      "Oh," she shifted from foot to foot, pursed her lips, turned, and left.

      She was late for tea.
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        * * *

      

      She burst in without a hello, moved his piles from table to table, and mixed up his organization completely. Then she left with no goodbye. Opal Whitfield was a fascinating and frustrating woman. Her behavior didn't surprise him; she'd been like that as long as he'd known her.

      She was a whirlwind.

      Daniel stood and watched her scurry down the road toward the boardinghouse. He'd seen Sarah and Jeni, his brothers’ wives, heading that way a while ago, which meant they were having one of their gossip teas. Opal was the cutest woman. She half-walked, half-skipped down the street with her head in the clouds. She always pinned her hair up on her head in a messy semblance of a bun that could topple at any moment; she only had one pencil stuck in it today. He was more attracted to that little mess of a woman than he'd ever been to anyone in his life.

      That's why he tried to steer clear of her; he didn't need a woman coming in and messing everything up. It was easier when they'd just been buddies, but the way she looked at him had changed, and they both felt more than friendly to each other lately.

      She was interested in him, and she didn't hide it well, but he couldn't afford to have another woman in his life to worry about. Mr. Benson was still after Jeni, and Maggie had just been rescued from him. Nobody could be sure if Sarah or Abigail were safe, and his memories of Amy hounded him. He had his hands full enough. He didn't have room to add another woman to the list. Daniel had as many sisters-in-law as he had brain space to deal with them. Life was easier before all the women came along. Not as happy, but much easier.

      Those were the good old days when it was just him and his five brothers living at home with their two housekeepers. Their housekeepers were more like mothers than any of the boys' real mothers had been. The six boys had banded together to work at the Maxwell Ranch, and they'd become known as the Maxwell Group. They shared ownership of the ranch now, and they'd become brothers over the years. Things were so much easier before all the women came around.

      Mr. Benson's trade was human trafficking. Part of it was holding upper-crust daughters hostage for money or political favors. It was a nasty business, and Opal should have been nowhere near it. She just couldn't help herself, so now he had four sisters-in-law to worry about and Opal Whitfield on top of it. He wondered if he should consider Maggie Jacobs (Hughes) a sister-in-law, since the marriage wasn't real.

      He shrugged. It didn't matter.

      He sorted his papers back into their appropriate piles and took a seat at his desk. He pulled a telegram from his vest pocket and reread it. His heart squeezed, and his breath caught.

      He needed to call a family meeting.
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        * * *

      

      Halfway through tea, a messenger arrived, interrupting Elenor's story about love in her youth, to deliver a note for Sarah. Elenor sipped her tea and let Sarah read her message, waiting to hear the news. Elenor liked town news almost as much as Opal did. They'd spent many hours together, discussing local topics over tea and cookies through the years. Elenor was like a second mother to Opal. She adored the other woman.

      Sarah Maxwell was Opal's hero. She wore denims and boots and a gun at her hip. She broke horses and raised babies, and kept a hard-headed husband in line. Sarah was exceptional in every way. "Daniel says we need to have a family meeting tonight. He's sending a messenger up to the ranch to let Rose and Iris know that we'll all be there for dinner." She shook her head, "Damn it. I hate waiting for news." Opal was jealous of Sarah's comfort with swearing. She wished she could be like that.

      "That means he's heard something from Boston," Jeni said. "It's bad if we need a family dinner." Jeni was gorgeous. Her flaming hair and clear blue eyes made her look like a magical fairy. Jeni had no friends in town when she first arrived as a mail-order bride. They'd become great friends over the last two years. Everybody was friends with Jeni because she was the best friend anyone could have. She was the center of their social circle.

      She had no idea, though. Jeni was too busy raising her babies and loving the people around her to care about social standing. Opal was jealous of her, too. It was Jeni's comfort with herself that she envied. It hadn't always been that way, but it had been a beautiful transformation to watch.

      "I just came from the sheriff's office," Opal said, spreading her hands wide, palms up and huffing. "I asked him if he had any news from Boston." She was frustrated at being in the dark; her hands bounced with her words. Her knee bounced, and she picked up a cookie from the tray to give herself something to do.

      "Why don't you come home with us and join us for dinner?" Sarah asked.

      "You don't think I'd be in the way?" She was welcome, but she could never be entirely sure. She wrestled with a niggling thought that they didn't really like her, no matter how kind they were or how often they invited her to join them.

      "You're as much a part of this as any of the rest of us," Jeni said.

      "Ok, I'll come, thank you."

      "Good. We should start back then. I want to help Rose and Iris make dinner."

      "You go ahead," Elenor said, collecting cups and saucers and stacking them on a tray, "I'm going to see your mother in a half-hour," she nodded at Opal, "I'll tell her where you are."

      "Thank you." Then to Sarah, she added, "I'd love to join you,” she said. "I'll pack a bag for tonight and return to town tomorrow." There was plenty of room at Hank's house. It had been built to hold the entire family in times of emergency. She stayed at the ranch often. It was one of her favorite places on earth.

      "If you don't pack a bag, you might get Daniel to bring you back to town with him tonight. A nice moonlit ride wouldn't be the worst thing for him." Jeni said with a wink. Opal laughed along with everyone, but it hurt her when she was teased about Daniel's lack of interest in her. She wished they didn't see her interest in him as clearly as they did.

      She dashed out the door, hoping they hadn't seen the heat that crept up her neck. One day she'd be the master of her emotions, but today was not the day. The evidence was the tears stinging her eyes as she ran up the street to her house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Rose and Iris were aging twin sisters who’d worked for the Maxwell family for years. They were more like mothers to the men they’d raised than housekeepers. Whenever there was a family meeting, Rose fed the group before they could discuss any business. Her fried chicken was the best, and she wouldn’t share her secret ingredient. The family ate the meal, taking turns trying to guess at the mystery ingredient, while Rose smiled and enjoyed the attention.

      When they polished off the food, and they’d all but licked the crumbs, Caine and Caleb fought over the last of the biscuits, Iris’s specialty. Abigail ended up with the coveted bread because none of the Maxwell men could refuse a pregnant woman anything. She smiled in satisfaction as she passed the biscuit to Hank, her husband, and Caine and Caleb both groaned.

      Children scooted around on the floor, tipping their sweet little faces to an adult for a taste, but they mostly just enjoyed their silly games. Daisy and Mary toddled around while Lily and Nathaniel slept together in a bassinet near the fire. The family talked all at once, voices piling on top of each other, laughing at one end of the table and arguing at the other end.

      It was a lot of good-natured and affectionate teasing.

      Opal loved the commotion of the Maxwell clan. They never had a dull moment. It was activity and conversation from morning to night. That there were so many of them increased the fun. Three couples lived on the ranch, Caleb and Jeni, Caine and Sarah, and Hank and Abigail. Each pair had their own house, but Hank and Abigail’s house was the biggest; the family gatherings took place there.

      Rose and Iris were always around to help. Daniel and Opal made ten adults at the dinner table. With four children on the ranch and another on the way, it was a crowd already.

      Will, their other brother, was in Boston protecting his new wife, Maggie. It was an exciting bunch, and Opal couldn’t get enough of them.

      “I’ve had a telegram from Boston,” Daniel stated, changing the attitude at the table from playfulness to attention. “I’m sure you know that already.” He always let the family enjoy their dinner before he gave the news; it was something Opal loved about him. It was important to Daniel that the family enjoy their meal and company before getting down to business.

      The ladies returned from clearing the dirty dishes; they would serve dessert after the meeting. Jeni curled up in Caleb’s lap, and Opal wished for the freedom to do the same with Daniel. The men and women at the ranch always loved their spouses, not in hidden kisses but openly cherishing each other. She wanted that.

      It was her favorite daydream.

      “Will’s hurt. It’s bad, bad enough for Dean to send a telegram.” Daniel shook his head and swiped his hand through his hair.

      Opal stopped daydreaming and snapped back into focus.

      She wanted to hold Daniel when she saw the tension in his face. “What happened?” she asked. She reached her hand across the table, but drew it back before touching him.

      “I don’t have a lot of information. The house was attacked, and he was beaten. I’m leaving tomorrow.” Daniel cleared his throat and added, “He might not make it.” His eyes lowered and his Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat. His hands clenched the telegram in his hands, and then he passed it to Caine.

      “It’s that bad?” Jeni leaned into Caleb and wept into his shoulder. Will was her best friend. While everyone considered her to be their best friend, Will was hers. Jeni and Will had a special bond; Opal reached out and rubbed Jeni’s shoulder, the only part of her still exposed after Caleb wrapped himself around her.

      “I’m going with you,” Caine said.

      “Me too,” Hank added.

      “So am I,” said Caleb.

      “We’ll all go,” Sarah said. She stood, “I’ll start packing.”

      “You’re not going,” Caine said in his usual bossy way. “We’ll go. You stay here. The journey is too dangerous for the children and for Abigail in her condition.”

      “I’ll be damned if I’m staying behind.” Sarah stomped her foot and slammed her hand on the table, matching Caine glare for glare. Opal wished she had the right to demand her place with Daniel like that.

      “I’m coming with you.” Opal said, “I can help, and nothing is holding me here.” She pulled her hand back. She’d reached for Daniel again, but when his narrowed eyes landed on her hand, it was a slap.

      “No, the four of us will go, and we’ll send news as soon as we can. We don’t have time to argue. I’m going back to town to buy tickets for the train. I’ll meet you guys in the morning, and we’ll ride over to the depot together.” Daniel said.

      “Wait… Will you bring me home too? I forgot to pack a bag to stay the night.” Opal bounced on the edge of her seat. She wanted to beg him to take her, and maybe the ride back to town would give her a chance. Either way, she’d love the 40-minute ride with Daniel.

      He sighed like a man overwhelmed, but she brushed him off. She knew he was just playing the part he felt he needed to play. They’d been friends long enough for her to tell when he was irritated; this time, he wasn’t even surprised.

      She often forgot to pack an overnight bag or she packed only to leave her bag at home; this wasn’t unusual for her.

      She was lost in her own rambling thoughts when the meeting ended, and people started leaving the table. Daniel nodded at her and then left with the men to go out to the barn and get their wagons ready to take their families home.

      Opal jumped, toppling her chair backward. She stood the chair back at the table and followed Sarah and Jeni up the stairs. “You gave up too easily.” She said, louder than she meant to.

      “No, we didn’t. This isn’t the time or place to argue with them.” Sarah said, fiddling with the edge of the blade she had strapped to her hip with her pistol.

      “Where is a better place?” Opal asked.

      “In Boston.” Jeni giggled. “They can leave tomorrow, and the rest of us will follow the day after. You too. You’ve needed an adventure for a long time.”

      “How’d you plan that?” Opal asked, and then her eyebrows shot up, and her eyes opened in understanding. “You’ve had this plan for a while. If they ever tried to leave you behind, you’d follow them.” She bounced on her toes and laughed.

      Opal loved being part of a conspiracy.

      “Nailed it,” Sarah said. “Jeni’s right, you know. You need a purpose, and I feel like you’ll find it in Boston.”

      Abigail said, “Do us a favor, though, argue with Daniel on the way back to town. Beg to go. We don’t want them to think it’s too easy.”

      Opal loved these women.

      That night, each of their husbands would lose a layer of skin, and it was all in the interest of getting their way. Opal was more excited than ever for her ride back to town.
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        * * *

      

      Daniel reached down for her hand, but Opal didn’t take it. “You don’t have a wagon we can take?” She asked.

      “I won’t have time to return it. I need to make good time if I’m going to drop you off and make it to the depot tonight.” He reached for her again. For a moment, he didn’t think she’d take his hand, but she relented.

      He pulled her up onto his horse and seated her in front of him on the saddle. It was going to kill him to ride all the way into town with her pressed up against him like that.

      Man, she smelled good.

      He hated how much he loved holding her in his arms. When she relaxed her spine and leaned into him, he had to suppress a groan or give away his true feelings. She smelled like lavender, and her soft hair tickled his neck where she rested. He forced himself to resist the urge to press his lips to the top of her head.

      She made it easier on him by pestering him for the full 40-minute ride back to town. By the time he stopped in front of her house, he was happy to let her go. She thought she was some sort of investigator, and she thought she could solve all the mysteries in the world. Opal couldn’t understand why he didn’t want her to go to Boston, but it was the hub of his family’s problems, and she wouldn’t be safe there.

      He couldn’t put her in danger like that, no matter how much she wanted to be in the middle of it.

      He’d protect her, even if it was from herself.

      She sauntered into her house, hips swaying in the way he liked. He couldn’t tear his eyes away until the door closed behind her. Then he turned and headed to the depot to purchase their tickets.

      He’d miss her.

      Her energy and questions, her smile and laugh, and he was going to miss her snooping and chatter. He was even going to miss her messing up all of his neatly organized piles. He was going to miss the way she reached for him, even if he couldn’t allow himself to respond to her like he wished he could.

      The only thing he wouldn’t miss was the disappointment in her eyes when he rejected her advances.
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        * * *

      

      The Maxwell women were a sight.

      They pulled up to the train depot with three wagons loaded down with babies and ladies and trunks. There were baskets of food and toys and every kind of distraction and noise. Four days on the train with four children and six women would be rough, but they were prepared.

      They moved together in a throng of activity. Crossing the dirt street with no one stepping into the horse droppings was their first challenge. Ranch hands, frazzled and abused, carried bags, and watched for threats. Their heads would roll if anything happened to the Maxwell ladies. Sarah escorted the group across the road, one hand on the gun at her right hip, and Daisy slung on her other hip.

      She was so cool.

      They swarmed the platform. Ranch hands made trip after trip with their things, and then waited for the train with the women and children. Opal laughed and thought that as soon as the train left the station, every one of those men would need a drink before heading home. They looked guilty, and the women had teased them within an inch of their lives that morning. She wondered if the Maxwell men had told them not to let the women off the ranch. Like hired men could tell Sarah, Jeni, and Abigail what to do. She smiled and jiggled little Nathaniel in her arms.

      He was the cutest little angel.

      When the train pulled up to the platform, they funneled in. The men loaded their bags, and the women stashed everything into private sleeping compartments. They had to share rooms; the trip would be cramped. Opal shared a compartment with Abigail. Since Abigail was pregnant, she needed the quiet to sleep, and they didn’t put her with any of the babies. Jeni shared her room with Rose, and Sarah shared it with Iris.

      They were over an hour down the track before the group settled in. Abigail suffered early from the rocking motion of the train and was sick several times. Iris had tea brewed cold for her, and that eased some of her discomforts. She lay on the bed and tried to rest, but the rocking and shaking of the train caused her to be sick off and on. Opal stayed with Abigail and watched over her until she fell into a restful sleep. Then she joined the others in the open section of the train car.

      The private compartments were much nicer than Opal had expected them to be. Everything was red. The padded armchair, the curtains, the carpet, even the quilt on the bed was red and white. It felt opulent, decadent, and just so darn fancy. Opal had never left Hope before, and the excitement of being on an adventure stuck with her throughout the entire journey.

      The open section of the car was less of an assault on the eye. It was simple; red carpets were dulled with time and use. Seats were in decent shape, but there was nothing exciting about the high back hard seats or thinly padded benches. Rows of seats were lined up, with two benches facing each other for conversation. It also meant that you sat back to back with the person in the row behind you. Opal discovered a fantastic opportunity for eavesdropping and took full advantage.

      “Are you ok?” Jeni asked. Opal laughed at Jeni’s pinched eyebrows.
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