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Praise for A Bride’s Portrait of Dodge City, Kansas


In this book, Ms. Vetsch gives Dodge City a reputation of civilized gentility not often found in romances about the “Queen of the Cattle Towns.” History in the hands of a master storyteller is displayed. With many deep emotions the author weaves a powerful tale of conflict, suspense, and romance. Kudos to Ms. Vetsch for capturing this historical era and giving readers a novel filled with wonderful characters, several unique subplots, and a surprising twist on the last page!

—Irene Brand, bestselling author of Love Finds You under the Mistletoe




Erica Vetsch captures all the excitement of the old West with her compelling tale of love, greed, and intrigue. Strong, endearing characters, vivid writing, and a fast-paced plot make this a delightful read. You won’t want to miss this one.

—Margaret Brownley, author of the Rocky Creek Romance series




I’ve read several shorter romances by Erica Vetsch. At the end of each I’ve wanted more, a longer story, a chance to stay with her charming characters a little longer. I got my wish with Bride’s Portrait of Dodge City, Kansas. Erica’s first full-length romance novel is charming; action packed with a hero to sigh over and a heroine to cheer for. And even in this longer book I wasn’t ready to let go of Dodge City or Addie’s and Miles’ love story. As always, Vetsch brings a setting, her characters, and their love story blazing to life.

—Mary Connealy, author of Doctor in Petticoats




When I was a little girl, I loved spaghetti westerns and television shows like The Big Valley and The Virginian. Not only was my love for story satisfied but my interest in history as well, especially when true-to-life characters made “guest appearances.” In A Bride’s Portrait of Dodge City, Kansas, Erica Vetsch has done what the movies and television series of the ‘60s did. She has brought adventure, romance, relationship, and true-to-life characters to a western setting. This is the perfect “lose yourself” book.

—Eva Marie Everson, author of Chasing Sunsets




This story has mystery, suspense, and not just one, but two romances all set in a lush landscape of historical detail. The surprise ending leads to a satisfying conclusion. This book is bound to please readers who like to be transported back in time to enjoy a solidly constructed tale.

—Linda Ford, author of Prairie Cowboy




As rowdy as cowboys fresh off a cattle drive, yet as subtle as trail dust over faded tracks, A Bride’s Portrait of Dodge City, Kansas, offers the reader a powerful story of long-guarded secrets tucked behind photography props and deputy badges—desperate measures to hide the truth capable of destroying lives. Erica Vetsch indulges the excitement of the old West using charm and sensitivity with every click of the camera shutter, making the reader sigh and smile well beyond the last page.

—Audra Harders, author of Rocky Mountain Hero




Erica Vetsch delivers a rollicking adventure, where greed blurs the line between good and evil, and secrets lurk in Dodge City alleys. Only forever-love can salvage the mess brewing in the wild, wild West. You’ll love this one!

—Patti Lacy, author of The Rhythm of Secrets




Vivid descriptions, captivating characters, and a compelling plot woven with mystery is brought to life in Erica Vetsch’s historical romance set in the old West. A Bride’s Portrait of Dodge City, Kansas, is a delightful page-turner.

—Gail Gaymer Martin, novelist and speaker




With books like A Bride’s Portrait in Dodge City, Kansas, Erica will soon be hitting the bestseller lists. Romance, history, suspense, comedy, and engaging characters come together in a rip-roaring tale set in one of the West’s wildest towns. Be sure to take your own picture of this one … you’ll want it to last longer.

—Aaron McCarver, co-author of the bestselling Spirit of Appalachia series




Erica Vetsch captures rough and wild Dodge City with such clarity, my nose practically tickled from the dust. Addie is a warm, admirable heroine who charmed me with her determination. A Bride’s Portrait of Dodge City, Kansas, is a wonderful story about the illusion of fresh starts and the peace that comes with forgiveness.

—Stephanie Morrill, author of the Reinvention of Skylar Hoyt series




A Bride’s Portrait of Dodge City, Kansas, blends all the flavors of the old West in a delicious recipe of love, determination, and forgiveness that delivers to the last morsel. With this story, Ms. Vetsch has whetted our appetite for more. Encore!

—Lois Richer, author of A Family for Summer
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Dedication

To my husband, Peter,
a man of courage, character, and compassion


Author’s Note

While most of the characters in this story are fictitious, the characters of Charlie Basset, Luke Short, and Bat Masterson are taken from the annals of Dodge City history. I have tried to stay true to the historical record, with one noted exception: Bat Masterson’s proclivity for keeping printed material stacked in his office is fictional and entirely of my own creation.
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Chapter 1

June 1, 1878

Uncle Carl had taught her that the customer should be accommodated no matter what, but surely there were limitations. Addie Reid pressed her fingertips against her temple. “You want to do what?”

“I want my picture made with my horse.” “Sir, this isn’t a livery stable. I do serious portraiture.” The cowboy—so prototypical of the breed as to be comical with his wide hat, sunburned face, and bat-wing chaps—waved a scrap of newsprint in her face. “Read this here ad. It says ‘Come to Reid’s Photography to get your portrait taken with your trail pards and best friends.’ This is your ad, ain’t it? You are Reid’s Photography?”

A small pang twisted Addie’s heart. She was now. What if I can’t do this alone?

“Well?”

“Yes, that’s my advertisement, and this is Reid’s Photography.”

“Good. Then I want my picture made with my trail pard and best friend. I’ve got good cash money. Trail boss paid us off an hour ago. I got spiffed up down at the barbershop and headed right here.”

“But sir, a horse? The advertisement is intended for humans.”

“That horse”—he pointed through the open door to a dusty animal dozing in the sun on Front Street—”is the best friend and trail pard I’ve ever had. He’s smart and gentle and has forgotten more about cow work than I’ll ever know.”

Which was either an accolade for the horse or an insult to the cowboy. She blew out a breath. “I can’t haul the camera out into the street.” Though she wouldn’t risk moving the Chevalier for a simple portrait, perhaps she could use her smaller Scovill. Though the print would be smaller, too.

“I don’t want no outside picture. I want it taken in the studio with one of those fancy backdrops. And I want the picture to be about this big”—he held up his hands about a foot apart—”so it will look good in a frame on the wall.”

That ruled out the Scovill. A print that size would need the bigger camera. Her mind trotted back to what he’d said, and her jaw dropped. “You intend to bring a horse inside?” Jamming her hands on her hips, she shook her head. “No. Impossible. I’ll take your picture, and it will be a good one, but the animal stays outside.”

He tugged the corner of his enormous moustache. “I reckoned as much. No gumption. Should’ve known better than to come to a woman photographer. A man would understand. Guess I’ll go over to Donaldson’s. He offered to do it for me, but I wanted to give you a try at it first, since you’re new in town and all. He said you’d be too timid.”

Stung, Addie straightened. “Wait. Don’t go.” Donaldson’s Photography three blocks down would be her biggest competitor, and Heber Donaldson had been the most vocal about the new photography shop on Front Street stealing his customers. “We can work something out.” But it would have to be worth her while. She hesitated then quoted him a price.

The cowboy grinned. “That sounds fine to me. Donaldson was almost twice that. Don’t you worry. My old Mudslinger’s gentle as a spring breeze, and he’ll stand quiet.” He removed his hat and smoothed his hair. “You got a back door or something? I can lead him in that way.”

“No, he can’t come in through the back. That door’s blocked off.” She eyed the paisley-scattered rug in her reception room. “I suppose you’ll have to lead him through here.” This was ridiculous. Why was she even contemplating such a crazy idea?

Money. Pure and simple. She needed customers and couldn’t afford to turn one away.

The cowpoke jammed his hat back on. “I’ll fetch him in.” He hustled outside as if afraid she might change her mind.

Which she should do. A horse in the studio?

Old Mudslinger’s hooves clomped on the boardwalk and through the doorway, muffled on the carpet. She winced to think of horseshoe-shaped marks on the pretty red and blue rug but shrugged. Worry about the bank manager. Worry about convincing him to let you assume the mortgage. And while you’re at it, maybe you should worry about how you’re going to get this beast to hold still long enough for the exposure.

“This way.” She hurried into the studio ahead of the horse and cowboy. The animal brought with him a whiff of sweaty hair and barnyard, hay and leather. Lovely. “Don’t let him near the camera.” In the center of the long room, her pride and joy, a glossy new Chevalier, stood on a tripod, the black drape hanging nearly to the floor. She crossed to a bench along one wall and pulled her order book toward her. Snagging a pencil from a jar, she held it poised above the page. “Can I have your name, please?”

“Call me Cracker. Everybody does.”

“Very well, Mr. Cracker.” She wrote the name and the date. He guffawed. “Not mister. Just Cracker. It’s a nickname I picked up because I love those little oyster crackers like they serve over at the Dakota House. Can’t get enough of those tiny things. I been called Cracker for about as long as I can remember.”

Cracker and Mudslinger. Fran was not going to believe this. “Cracker, I’ve three backgrounds you can choose from, but I would suggest the landscape.” She crossed the studio and tugged on the rope that raised the canvas curtain painted to look like a drawing room and lowered the heavy drape painted to look like rolling hills.

“Say, that’s dandy.” Cracker rested his arm across his saddle. Mudslinger stood still, one hind leg tucked up a bit, his ears drooping. Perhaps getting him to stand still wouldn’t be a problem. Might be more challenging to make him look alive. Addie wrestled a plaster pedestal and a wicker chair out of the way and quickly folded a fringed piano scarf and tucked it away on a shelf. “Just what did you have in mind for a pose?”

Cracker rubbed his chin. “I want you to get all of us in the picture. Head to tail and hat to hooves. And could you make sure you get my rifle in the picture, too?” He patted the gunstock sticking out of a scabbard on his saddle. “This picture’s for my mama back in Uvalde.”

Why a picture intended for his mother would need to be bristling with guns, Addie didn’t know, but once again Uncle Carl’s voice in her ear reminded that above all else, she must try to accommodate the customer.

“Lead him around here then, so the rifle is on the side facing the camera. Are you going to be astride?” She stepped back as Mudslinger’s haunches came around. If the man wanted to be in the saddle, she’d have to move the camera back, which would reduce some of the detail … Her mind slipped into working mode, and she began to consider the lighting and the exposure time, the focal point, and how to achieve depth of field.

“Naw, I’ll just stand beside him.” Cracker looped the reins over the saddle horn and placed his hand on the pommel. He lifted his chin, shoved his hat back so it wouldn’t shade his face, and stared off into the distance. “Like this. Like we’re standing on a hill looking over a herd and dreaming of home.”

Addie hid a smile. Cowboys might like to be thought of as firebrands and fearsome, but most were just boys with romantic notions and fierce pride. “That will be fine. You wait here while I prepare a plate. It won’t take me a minute.”

She ducked into the darkroom at the back of the building, struck a match to light the lantern, and lowered the red glass covering. Rosy light bathed the room, the workbench, the trays, and the rows of bottles and chemicals necessary to her job. She closed the door, shutting out all sunlight, and reached for a large glass slide to begin the process. Uncorking bottles and preparing the wet-plate washes, she shook her head again. A horse in her studio. If word got out, she might have a stampede of equine customers. Would that make the bank manager more amenable to her taking over the mortgage?

Just thinking of the meeting with the bank manager this afternoon made her hands shake. In her haste, she splashed a bit of silver nitrate on her cuff and wrist. Grrr. Grabbing the ammonia bottle and a rag, she dabbed at her skin. If she didn’t get it off now, it would turn blackish-blue and take ages to wear off. Twisting her lips, she scowled at the once-white cuff now blotched.

She took precious moments to roll up her sleeves like she should’ve done right away and donned her work apron to cover her straight, blue skirt. She wouldn’t have time to go back to her boardinghouse to change before meeting the bank manager, so now, in spite of the warm day, she’d have to don the matching jacket to cover the stain on her sleeve.

Finally, she had a prepared plate in the lightproof box. Entering the studio once more, she noted that neither cowboy nor horse had stirred. “I’ll just get this into the camera. You’ll both have to stand completely still until the plate has been exposed for the proper length of time. If you move even a little, the picture will come out blurred.” She removed the lens cover and ducked under the drape to peer through the camera. She emerged, backed the camera up about a foot, and sighted again. Perfect. After replacing the lens cap, the black drape stifled all light. Operating by feel, she slipped the glass plate into the back of the camera and closed everything up.

When she emerged from beneath the cloth, she took a moment to tighten the combs keeping her upswept hair from teasing her face and studied Cracker. She approached him for some final adjustments. “Put one foot a bit in front of the other and let your left arm hang loose. You’ll look more natural that way.” She smoothed his collar and tilted his hat a bit more. The sunshine from the skylight overhead should provide enough illumination that she wouldn’t need any flash powder. Just as well. The pop and glare of a flash might startle even the dozy Mudslinger into bolting.

“Make sure you get my pistol and knife in the shot.” Cracker patted his gun belt.

“Of course.” This was for his mother, after all. “Now relax, but hold completely still until I give you the word.” She stepped back, surveyed the tableau, trying to see things through the camera lens in her mind, to see the finished product and predict if it would please the customer.

Gently, she unscrewed the lens cap. “Hold it.” She counted off the seconds, added two more because the horse and saddle were so dark, then replaced the cap. “There. You’re done.”

Cracker relaxed a fraction then grinned. “Great. When will it be ready?”

“You can pick it up tomorrow, but you’ll have to pay for it today.” Uncle Carl always required payment from a cowboy before developing the picture, and she intended to follow his example. If she waited until Cracker came to pick up the photo tomorrow, chances were his money would’ve disappeared, siphoned off in one of the saloons or gambling halls. What took the average cowboy three months to earn on the trail up from Texas could be gone in a matter of hours in a cow town like Abilene or Dodge City, Kansas.

Cracker dug into his pocket and produced a wad of bills. He peeled off a couple, grinned at her, and added a third. “There you go, lady. A little something extra for you. And I’m going to tell everybody I know to come here to get their picture made.”

He grabbed Mudslinger’s reins and tugged. The animal roused, shuffled his feet, and ambled toward the door. When he came abreast of her camera, he paused. Addie let out a shriek.

Cracker yanked on the reins, but it was too late. “Whoops. I sure am sorry about that. He ain’t exactly housebroke, you know.”
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An hour later, Addie had scrubbed the studio floor and her hands several times. Praying none of the stable odor lingered on her clothes, she stepped into the Dodge City Bank. The sturdy, brick building faced Front Street, as her own shop did, the main artery into and out of town bisected by the Santa Fe Railroad tracks. North of the tracks only about half the businesses were saloons. South of the Santa Fe rails, saloons, gambling dens, dance halls, and houses of ill repute abounded.

The smells of ink and beeswax furniture polish drifted over her. Everything in this bank bespoke prosperity, from the shiny woodwork to the burgundy velvet wallpaper to the gleaming brass hardware. A row of teller windows took up the left-hand wall. Patrons stood patiently in line waiting for their turns, and Addie took her place at the tail end.

Lord, please let the bank manager understand, let him give me a chance to prove I can do this. Because, truthfully, I have no idea what I’ll do if he says no.

“Miss Reid?”

Someone touched her arm, and she realized she was standing in the middle of the bank with her eyes closed. Warmth spread across her cheeks, and she looked up into the bank manager’s stern visage. “Mr. Poulter.” She forced his name past her constricted throat.

“Please come this way. I’m glad to see you believe in being prompt. I despise being kept waiting.” He sounded like he had a lemon rind stuck in his throat. Sour and raspy.

She followed, her pulse beating loudly in her ears. He led her to the half-wall that separated the civilians from the cash and held open the gate. Not a squeak from the hinges. Darting a glance at his intense expression, she doubted the gate would have the nerve to sound off.

“Please be seated.” He waved her to a straight-backed and uncompromising chair set square before his immense desk. Behind the nameplate and blotter, Mr. T. Archibald Poulter settled into leather luxury. “I’m afraid I’m not sure why you wished to meet with me, Miss Reid. I am sorry for your loss, but I’ve looked over the agreement between this establishment and your deceased uncle.” He spoke slowly, as if she might have trouble keeping up with his words. “The terms are very clear. As I told you at the funeral, in the event of your uncle’s death, the mortgage is due in full. If you cannot pay the loan, the collateral will be forfeit.”

She hadn’t forgotten how he had approached her as she walked away from her last relative’s burial service and given her the news. He couldn’t even wait until the next business day. Word had it that Archie Poulter had a heart of pyrite. Cold, yellow, and pretty much worthless.

Try nice first. The reminder, floating through her mind from a long-ago schoolteacher, surprised her. Trouble was, Miss Ambrose had never met this bank manager.

“I, too, have read the documents, Mr. Poulter.” Though it irked her to be treated as if she had no more sense than a prairie chicken, she kept her voice reasonable and professional. “I understand the terms of that agreement. I am not here to dispute them. I’m here to negotiate a new agreement with myself as proprietor of the business. I wish to assume the loan at the current terms.”

His thin brows shot down over his hawk-like nose. “Yourself as proprietor?” He shook his head. “I’m afraid that would be impossible. The bank has never loaned money to an unmarried woman to finance a business. Unless …” He leaned back in his chair and studied her. “Unless you have a male relative or business partner who would be a cosignatory on the loan?”

Addie moistened her lips and stifled the urge to roll her eyes. “No, there’s no one else. But if you call in the mortgage now, all you’ll get is photographic equipment and an empty building. The studio itself is collateral for the loan. Surely it would be in your best interest to let me continue running the business and paying on the mortgage.”

He steepled his fingers under his chin. “Ordinarily, I would agree with you. It would be better to have another merchant assume the note. However, Heber Donaldson was in here just this morning, and he indicated he would be interested in purchasing the repossessed equipment from the bank. And a building on Front Street is never difficult to sell or rent. The bank wouldn’t lose any money by calling in the loan.”

Heber Donaldson. A thorn in their flesh from the moment she and Uncle Carl had stepped off the train three months ago. She throttled her handbag in her lap, clenching her fingers to stop them from shaking. “Mr. Poulter, please. The studio is my livelihood. It’s all I know how to do. Without the studio, I have no way to support myself. I assure you, I’m a very good photographer. I know the business from the ground up. Photography, developing, bookkeeping. I’ve helped my uncle for years. If you won’t give me a new loan, will you please give me time to pay of the debt? I’m only asking for six months.” She’d have to live sparingly, and the summer season would have to be better than good, but she’d scrimp and save and scratch and claw to keep the studio. Six months would be pushing it, but she could do it if he’d only give her a chance. “Six months?”

“Just until the end of this year. By January 1, I’d be loan-free, and the bank would have the entire mortgage repaid with interest.”

He squared up some papers on his immaculate desk and appeared to consider her request.

Hope sprang up when he didn’t automatically shoot her down, but as the minutes crawled by, worry began to blot out that feeble hope.

Finally, he looked up. “I tell you what. I’m prepared to give you an additional three months to get your affairs in order. Ninety days. The mortgage will be due in full at that time, no excuses. The regular, monthly payments will be due on the first of the month as usual, with a balloon payment on …” He opened a drawer and withdrew a small calendar. “August 29. That’s ninety days from today, June 1.”

“Ninety days?” She swallowed. “That’s not fair. There’s no way I can raise that kind of money in just three months.”

“Miss Reid, it’s more than generous when you consider it would be within the bank’s legal rights to call in the loan today. When you view it in that light, I think ninety days is fair.”

So, he was prepared to let her slave away all summer, making the monthly payments, then call in the loan and selling the studio to Donaldson. And she was helpless to stop it.

“I’d advise you, Miss Reid, to forget about trying to run a business and find yourself a husband. I realize you’ve barely had time to get settled in this town, and to be faced with bereavement so soon after arriving makes the situation more difficult.” He toyed with the pin piercing his necktie just below his chin. “In fact …” He studied her face and let his eyes wander over what he could see of her from behind his desk.

She immediately wanted to scrub her skin with ammonia all over again.

“In fact, I wouldn’t be averse to discussing an arrangement with you. You’re a comely woman, and I have recently decided that it was past time I thought about getting married.”

His audacity sucked her breath away. Threatening to yank her business, her livelihood, away from her one second and hinting at marriage the next? Addie rose and skewered him to his chair with her glare. “Mr. Poulter, I accept only the extension of the loan. In ninety days, I will pay the entire mortgage. Until then, I would prefer to keep our dealings entirely professional.” She dug in her purse and produced a small roll of bills. “This is the payment that is due today. I will see you in one month with another installment.”


Chapter 2

I had a hard time convincing him to lean against that pedestal, but I think it turned out perfectly, don’t you?” Addie studied the photograph before slipping it into the cardboard frame. She ran her finger over the silver lettering in the corner of the frame and smiled.

REID’S PHOTOGRAPHY STUDIO, DODGE CITY, KANSAS. Fran Seaton looked over Addie’s shoulder. “Bat Masterson has the most piercing eyes I’ve ever seen. They can turn my insides cold even on a day as hot as today.”

Addie studied the portrait of the newly elected sheriff” of Ford County. Though he wore a fine suit and natty bowler, and she’d posed him casually with his forearm resting on the plaster pillar, it was his eyes that drew attention. A hint of humor, a lot of grit, and absolutely no fear. Exactly what she’d been trying to capture with her lens. She doubted she’d even be able to tint a photograph to accurately capture the vivid blue of his eyes. Too bad there was no way to take color photographs. But it was one of the best portraits she’d ever done, color or not.

“Stop looking so smug.” Fran poked her shoulder. “I know it’s a good picture. I’m sure he will appreciate your skill. Let me see what else you’ve got.” She scooped up a stack of newly developed portraits from the corner of the desk and plopped onto a red velvet settee Addie used for posing families. “Bat’s handsome, but not what I’m looking for. Can you imagine looking across the breakfast table at those eyes every morning?” Fran shuddered. “I have a feeling any girl who tries to catch Bat Masterson will find herself trying to tame a tiger.”

Addie put the sheriff’s photograph into an envelope and fastened the clip. “Maybe you can go with me to deliver this after work. You might run into Jonas.” A teasing smile tugged at her lips. It hadn’t taken Addie long to find out Fran’s views on nearly every male in town, especially Deputy Spooner.

“Ugh. No thank you. Bat might be a tiger, but Jonas is as scary as a bowl of oatmeal. Though you might be interested to know that Bat hired Miles Carr as a deputy. Jonas says he’s getting his badge today.”

“Is he? That’s nice.” Addie feigned nonchalance, but her ears pricked. The gunsmith had always been quietly polite when they’d passed on the street, but she’d never spoken to him.

“I think you two would make a lovely couple. He’s so tall and—I don’t know—watchful? I always get the impression he’s kind of sweet on you.”

“You’re a romantic goose.” Addie smiled fondly at Fran. “You see hearts and rainbows where none exist. Concentrate on your own affairs of the heart and leave me to my solitary existence. If you want to talk about how someone gets watched by someone else, let’s talk about the way Jonas can never take his eyes off you.”

Fran flipped through the photographs. “I’ve got my heart set on someone tall, dark, and handsome. Jonas is none of those things. Hey, this one has possibilities. What about him?”

Addie joined her on the settee and peered at the photo. “If you aren’t careful, all your daydreaming about a romantic encounter is going to get you into trouble. Tall, dark, and handsome doesn’t mean a man has a good character or is even nice. You can’t judge a man by his portrait.” And didn’t she have reason to know the truth of that statement?

“I can tell plenty from the portraits you take. Look at Bat’s. That picture tells you a lot about the man. You captured him perfectly.”

Addie couldn’t deny the pleasure Fran’s compliment gave her, but she shook her head. “That’s because we know Bat—at least a little. The papers are full of him, and we see him around town. You’re reading into his photograph what you know of the man. These”—she tapped the stack in Fran’s hand—”are total strangers. You should be careful. Not everything is as it seems in this life, and that goes double for men.”

“Well”—Fran shrugged—”a girl has to start somewhere.” She held up a photograph. “Tell me about him.”

With a sigh, Addie took the picture. A young, sunburned, intense man looked back at her. “He’s like half a dozen others in that stack. A Texan. Maybe twenty years old? Like all of them, he wanted to make sure I posed him so his gun and holster showed, and I couldn’t talk him out of wearing those wooly chaps. They looked ridiculous and smelled worse.” She wrinkled her nose, remembering the pungent cow odor that had filled the portrait studio every time he moved. Cowboys made up the bulk of her business, and without exception, every man wanted his likeness struck in full regalia with his rifle or his handgun. Alone in the photograph or posing with his trail mates, every puncher wanted to look as fierce as possible. He wanted the world to know he was a cowboy and proud of it.

“What is this?” Fran held up another picture. “Are you serious?” She shoved a red-gold curl off her cheek and tucked it behind her ear, leaning over the picture. Her emerald eyes turned to Addie, wide and questioning.

“I knew you’d like that one.” Addie laughed.

“A horse? You let someone bring a horse into the studio?”

Addie shrugged. “He said his horse was his best friend, and he fully intended to get his picture taken with his best friend. He even brought in the advertisement. Thank you for writing that up for me, by the way.”

Fran held the picture up to the light streaming through the front windows. “Was he drunk?”

“Not at that time, though I have a feeling he hit the saloons pretty soon afterward. Most of them do.” Addie shook her head. “I thought it might be a problem getting the horse to stand still for the length of time it would take to expose the slide, but he was so placid, I think he fell asleep. Though he did leave me something to remember him by.” She pinched her nose and screwed up her eyelids.

“No!” Fran made a face. “He didn’t!” Addie sighed. “I do suffer for my art.” She pantomimed agony, putting the back of her hand against her brow and fluttering her lashes until they both dissolved into giggles.

The photograph of the horse and cowboy had come out even better than Addie had hoped. Almost as good as the one of Bat Masterson. She’d love to put the horse portrait in the window as an advertisement, but she was afraid it would give potential customers too many ideas. One horse in the studio was enough.

“With the way cowboys are pouring in here to get their portraits taken, you’ll have everything paid for and enough money to last through the winter by the Fourth of July.” Fran quickly made her way through the rest of the photographs. “What did Poulter over at the bank say yesterday? I meant to come by last night and get all the news, but I had to stay late at the store.” She shrugged, shaking her head. “Will they let you assume the loan?”

Addie’s middle clenched at the thought of Mr. Poulter and the loan. Eighty-nine days left. “Well, after I disabused his mind about marrying him—” She stopped to enjoy Fran’s gaping and blinking. “He agreed to give me ninety days to pay off the loan.”

“Wait, wait, wait. Marriage? Mr. Poulter asked you to marry him?” She grabbed Addie’s arms and gave her a shake. “Tell me everything.”

Addie laughed, though the bank manager’s leering assessment still lingered in her memory, making her flesh crawl. “He didn’t come right out and say it. Rather, he told me to give up ideas of running a business and find myself a husband. Then he said he’d given some thought to getting married, and I was, in his words, a ‘comely woman.’ “

Fran’s eyebrows rose. “I hope you spit in his eye. Of all the nerve. He’s old enough to be your father.”

“I didn’t spit in his eye, but I did agree to his terms on the loan. Somehow I’ve got to raise the money. I thought he might give me six months, and if I worked hard, I’d just about be able to do it, but he’s already had an offer on the place. Heber Donaldson.” Addie grimaced.

Fran sank onto the settee and let her head fall back to stare at the ceiling. She blew a puff of air that lifted her bangs. “What is this town coming to? Heber’s been jealous of you since you arrived. He had most all the photography business sewed up before you came. A couple of photographers drifted into town last year, but he dropped his prices and they couldn’t match him. But you’ve got him worried. And he and Poulter are friends.” She shot Addie a concerned glance. “Be careful. There are politics and power and prideful men in this town, and they wouldn’t hesitate to force you out if you had something they wanted.”

Loneliness swept over Addie, a longing for Uncle Carl and for Abilene and the life she once knew. For the security of a home and someone to belong to, someone of her own to stand beside her to fight life’s battles. Instead, she was alone.

Seeing Fran’s troubled face, Addie put on a false bravado. “Don’t you worry. I’m tough enough to take all comers. You wait. I’ll find a way to pay that loan off, and Heber can go jump in the Arkansas River. He won’t get his hands on this studio or the equipment.”

“Then a lot is riding on you having a good season. I hope you can do it. I don’t want you to have to close the shop. I’ve been waiting for two years to find a best friend in this town. I’m not giving you up.” Fran shook her finger at Addie. “I wish I could help you, but we’re just making ends meet at our place. The expansion of the feed business took all the money my brothers had saved up. Everything I make at the store goes to help pay the bills. Linc mentioned possibly looking for an investor or two to help out with the cash flow. Say …” She brightened. “Maybe that’s what you need. An investor. If you had some backing, it would ease the burden. Maybe even pay off the loan entirely. Wouldn’t that feel good, to go plunk the cash down right in front of that smug Mr. Poulter?”

Addie allowed herself a moment to imagine the satisfaction paying off the note early would have. But she shook her head. “I don’t want an investor. I want to make it on my own. An investor would want to have a say in how I ran the business, and after the loan was paid off, I’d lose a percentage of the profits to a partner. If I’m going to be a success as a photographer, I have to do it myself.”

The weight of the bank mortgage hung over her. All the equipment, most of the props, the backdrops, the glass slides, the development chemicals, even the frames and stationery, nearly everything had been purchased by Uncle Carl new when they came to Dodge City after losing his photography studio in Abilene. And then his heart had given out before they could open the shop.

Fran picked up the stack of portraits she’d tossed onto the settee and held them against her middle. “You want to be careful, Addie. Dodge City isn’t exactly the best place for a woman on her own. I’m lucky my brothers let me out of their sight long enough to go to work, and they wouldn’t if we didn’t need the money. I wish you’d come live with me at our house. I’d feel better if you left the boardinghouse. My room isn’t big, but it’s got to be safer than Mrs. Blanchard’s rooming house.”

Addie shrugged. “My room is right next to Mrs. Blanchard’s, and I haven’t had any problems. Half the men who live at the boardinghouse are cattle buyers only here for the season, and they spend all their time downtown doing business. No one has given me any trouble.”

“You haven’t had much trouble because it’s early yet. The trickle of cows and cowboys we’ve seen is nothing compared to the flood that’s coming.” Fran handed Addie the pictures and got to her feet. She smoothed her lace collar and straightened the pleats on her jade-colored dress. “When the herds start coming in every day, this town will bust wide open. That’s why Bat’s hiring new deputies, and I imagine the town marshal will as well.”

“Then there’s sure to be a deputy around when I need one. I’m not going to complain about the cowboys being in town. Nobody loves having his picture taken as much as a cowboy fresh off the trail. They’re my bread and butter and some of the jam.”

Addie stretched and brushed at her skirt. Uncle Carl hadn’t approved of mourning clothes, said it flew in the face of everything the Bible said about eternal life for those who knew God. Consequently, Addie wore her customary plain, ivory blouse and straight, blue-gray skirt.

Though Fran fussed at her to wear more feminine gear and encouraged her often to come into the mercantile to see the latest inventory, Addie refused. Fran might be trying to catch a man, but Addie wasn’t—not ever again. She was a businesswoman.

Besides, she didn’t have the money for fancy clothes. Everything must go toward reducing the mortgage. If it wasn’t for her, Uncle Carl wouldn’t have lost the Abilene studio and had to start over. She owed it to him, and to herself, to make a success of this business.

Fran plucked a parasol from the prop box and opened it, twirling the lacy umbrella and tilting her head. “If you kept regular hours, one of my brothers could stop by to see you home safely when he came for me, but you’re locked in your darkroom until all hours some nights.”

Addie tapped the stack of photos into a neat pile and squared it up with the corner of her desk. She picked up a paper clip that had somehow found its way out of the box and returned it to the proper place so everything was neat and tidy. “Long hours are part of the job. When you’re the only employee, you get to do everything. Photographs, developing, retouching, advertising, cleaning, bookkeeping, and sales.”

“Speaking of sales, have you heard back about the Arden Palace?” Grimacing, Addie propped her hip on the desk and began rolling down her sleeves. She frowned at the creases, but wrinkles were better than stains and acid pinholes. “Mr. LeBlanc said he’d let me know by tomorrow. I’m trying not to get my hopes up, but I can’t help thinking what this would mean for the studio. The photos would appear on posters all over the state and maybe even in Harper’s if you can believe what LeBlanc says. Heber put a bid in, and he let me know he expected to win the job.”

“Wouldn’t it be wonderful to see one of your photographs in Harper’s?” Fran checked her reflection in the mirror, fussing with her hair and smoothing her eyebrows with her little finger, her heart-shaped face framed by the parasol. She wrinkled her nose. “You’d do a much better job than Heber Donaldson. He’s too homely for words and an old crank besides.” With an airy wave, she took in the studio. “You’re so creative, and you’ve got that fabulous camera. Heber doesn’t have anything that can touch it.”

Addie smiled and walked over to trail her fingers down the heavy, black drape hanging from the back of her Chevalier wet-plate monorail view camera. “I wanted Uncle Carl to start out a bit more cautious, but he was determined to make this studio as nice as the one he had in Abilene. He ran into some … difficulty in Abilene and lost his business. I think it was a matter of pride to him not to scale back when we got here.” She sighed and caressed the gleaming wooden case. “It might be the best one in town, but it isn’t paid for yet. With Poulter clamoring for the mortgage money, I really have to get the Arden commission.” The regulator clock on the wall chimed the hour. “Uh-oh.” Fran snapped the parasol shut and tossed it in the prop box. “The mercantile calls. I’d better scoot.” She headed for the door. Opening it, she turned back as the bell jangled. “Let me know how Bat likes his picture.”

Addie’s eyes returned to the portrait of the new sheriff. It was good work. Maybe if she showed it to Henri LeBlanc, it would provide the encouragement he needed to give her the commission to photograph the Arden Palace Theater.

[image: ]

Miles Carr lowered his right hand and shook Bat Masterson’s. The weight of responsibility tugged at the brand-new badge pinned to his vest, even as a grin tugged at his lips. He glanced down at it and read: DEPUTY SHERIFF, FORD COUNTY, KANSAS.

Bat’s eyes pierced him. “Deputy Carr.”

“Congratulations.” His friend Jonas stepped forward and shook Miles’s hand, too. “I know you’ve wanted this for a while.”

Jonas was right. Miles had wanted this for a long time. As long as he could remember. Now, to have the chance to serve alongside the likes of Bat Masterson, Charlie Bassett, Wyatt Earp, Bill Tilghman … His heart beat faster. Living legends all. Could he prove himself worthy to be counted among them? Could he live down his heritage and prove to himself and everyone else that he was good enough to be a lawman in Dodge City? The toughest, bravest young men in the West? Though at twenty-six Miles had a year on his new boss, Bat had such presence and reputation, he seemed much older.

Bat riffled through a set of keys and selected one. “I know you have your own sidearm, but a pistol and a rifle come with the badge. I find it handiest to keep the rifle here at the jail.” He unlocked the gun cabinet behind his desk and withdrew a Colt and a holster so new the belt stood out stiffly and creaked as he folded it over before handing it to Miles. “You might prefer your own, but this gun has some stopping power. And it’s intimidating to unruly cowboys.” Bat slid the gun from the holster, cocked it, and sighted down the long barrel. Lowering the hammer, he flipped it in his hand and offered it, butt-first, to Miles.

Miles took the walnut-handled firearm, testing the weight. Guns were as familiar to him as a skillet to a bunkhouse cook. He’d been around them all his life, and until recently, he’d worked at the gunsmith’s on Front Street. Whether shooting or repairing, there wasn’t much about a gun he didn’t know. “Can’t go wrong with a Colt. You know the saying. ‘God made men, and Colonel Colt made them all equal.’” He checked the cylinder, pointed the pistol at the far wall, and pulled the trigger. The click of the hammer coming down on an empty chamber snapped through the room. “The action is a little stiff. Do you mind if I file it?”

“It’s your gun. If you want an easy pull, file away.” Bat picked up his silver-topped cane. “You and Spooner will be working the same shifts, since you know each other well. The biggest chore is keeping the cowboys from ripping up the town every night.” Light came into his pale eyes, and his moustache twitched. “They’ve been known to paint the town a very vivid shade of red. As county deputies, your jurisdiction is wider than the city police, but with the number of herds expected to come in, I’ve put you and Spooner at the disposal of the town marshal’s office. Charlie Bassett will treat you right. County and city share the jail and the jailer responsibilities. I’ll be around whenever I’m not out chasing horse thieves.”

Bat handed him a box of cartridges, and Miles shoved bullets into the loops on the belt. Then he loaded five bullets into the gun, leaving the one under the hammer empty. Slinging the belt around his hips, he buckled it and holstered the gun.

“We give the cowboys quite a bit of leeway,” Bat said. “That’s the way the merchants and the mayor want it. Drovers roll into town, and the minute the herd is sold, they get paid off. Not long after, they’re spending that money in the stores and saloons around town. We don’t want to discourage this behavior.” Bat tapped his cane on the floor. “Some of the townsfolk will bend your ear, telling you to come down harder on the cowboys, but don’t let them sway you. Without those wild Texans and their cash, Dodge City would just be a former buffalo-hide camp.”

Miles flicked a glance at Jonas. “So, go easy on the cowboys, but keep them from tearing up the town.”

“It’s a pretty tight line sometimes.” Jonas shrugged. “For the most part, the men you’ll go up against will be drunk, which works for you and against you. A drunk is usually easy to corral, but he’s also unpredictable. You just have to use your judgment.” The door opened, and Addie Reid stepped inside. Miles drew a slow breath. Miss Reid had captured his attention the first time he’d passed her on the street, and he had found his mind straying to her more often than he wanted to admit. Foolish thoughts, since everything about her spoke of quality and class. If she knew who he really was, about his past, she’d run fast in the other direction. He couldn’t seem to stop noticing the smallest details about her, though.

A few brown curls had escaped the coiled braid on the back of her head and brushed her cheeks. Gray-blue eyes widened, blinking to accustom themselves to the dark interior of the jail after the sunshine outside. A long strap slung crossways over one shoulder held a case at her hip.

“Excuse me, Sheriff. I was just on my way home and wanted to drop this by for you.” She opened the case and withdrew an envelope. “I’m really pleased with how it turned out, and I hope you will be, too.” She handed the sheriff the packet and turned to the deputies. Smiling first at Jonas, her eyes moved to Miles.

He had the odd sensation that she could see into his thoughts. He’d never been so scrutinized before, and he wanted to squirm.

Bat slid a silvery cardboard folder out of the envelope. “Miss Reid.” He swept a glance at Miles and Jonas.

Miles realized his hands were fisted at his sides. He forced himself to relax.

“Have you met my deputies? Jonas Spooner”—he pointed with his cane—”and Miles Carr. I just swore Miles in a few minutes ago.” “Congratulations, Mr. Carr. I believe I’ve seen you in the gunsmith’s shop next to my studio.” Thick lashes fringed her eyes, and her lips were full and curved.

Before he could formulate an answer, Bat cut in. “An excellent likeness, don’t you think?” He held the photograph up for them to see. “I had my doubts about the pose, but you’ve proven me wrong, Miss Reid.”

“I’m glad you trusted me. It came out even better than I expected.” She fastened the closure on her case.

Miles studied the tan leather box, an unwieldy accessory for a woman to carry, and realized it was a camera case. That made sense.

Jonas lifted a sheaf of papers from the corner of the desk. “I finished going through these Wanted posters and culled the ones we know are dead or in jail. Do you want me to burn them?”

“No, tear them in half. I’ll use them as scratch paper.” Bat continued to study his picture. “The city council was talking about having all the deputies’ photographs taken soon. I’ll recommend they consider giving the job to you, Miss Reid. If anyone can make silk purses out of a bunch of sows’ ears, you can.”

She didn’t respond to his jest. Her cheeks paled, and her eyes bored into the paper Jonas held up. The Wanted poster of Cliff Walker. Train robber. Murderer.

Jonas caught her stare and flipped the paper over to study it. “Whew, he was a bad one, wasn’t he?”

A cold finger of guilt stirred Miles’s guts. He masked his features, turning to stare out the front window at the street. Of all the Wanted posters to turn up here on this day.

With a ripping sound, Jonas tore the paper across. “We don’t have to worry about him anymore. Arrested, tried, found guilty, and hanged. One of that no-account nest of Walkers from up by Abilene. I sure would’ve liked to have been in on the posse that finally tracked him and his gang down.”

Bat shoved at another stack of papers on his untidy desk. “No, you wouldn’t have, son. I was leading that posse, and it was the hardest ride and the closest shave I’ve ever had on a chase. Cliff Walker came within a gnat’s eyebrow of shooting my head right off my shoulders before we cornered him, and he ran out of ammunition.” He turned to Miss Reid. “One of the boys will see you to your boardinghouse, ma’am. Be a good idea if from now through the end of cattle season, you don’t walk by yourself downtown.”

“I’ll see her home.” Miles couldn’t wait to get out of the sheriff’s office. Bat and Jonas exchanged grins at his eagerness. Heat prickled across his chest. He didn’t want Miss Reid to get the wrong idea, but she was a good excuse to leave. He didn’t need any reminders about how lawless the Walker gang had been. Not when he’d been considered one of them just a few short years ago.


Chapter 3

Fran chewed the end of her pencil and frowned at the ledger. Hap had been at it again, scrawling in her neat receipt book with his spidery, hurried penmanship. And it was up to her to make sense of the scribbles. Now, if it had been Wally, the numbers would be neat as a shiny new pin right out of the package.

Hap Greeley and Wally Price, cousins, business partners, and as different as chalk and cheese. And once more squabbling.

“Why did you order pickled beets?” Wally’s fussy voice whined down the store. “You know we can get those locally.”

“They were a bargain. Don’t worry. We’ll be able to sell them. I already got an order for a case from the Dodge House Hotel.” Hap’s voice, full of nonchalance and bonhomie, boomed. “You worry too much, Wally. We’re primed to have the best season of our lives. The store’s chock-full of inventory, and cowboys are stampeding up the trail right to our doors.”

Fran stood on tiptoe and leaned her elbows on the counter to see past the notions case to where her bosses stood by the cold stove.

Hap, big and loose-limbed, with baggy gray trousers and a striped shirt, leaned against the counter. His sleeves were shoved up to reveal hairy, meaty forearms, and his boots had earflaps that slapped when he sauntered through the store. He took off his spectacles and rubbed them with his big, red handkerchief. “It will be a good year.”

Wally, immaculate in a starched white apron and black sleeve covers, held his clipboard against his snowy shirtfront. “If we don’t have a good season, I’ll know just where to lay the blame.” Wally consulted the clipboard. His rosy face always looked freshly scrubbed, and Fran speculated that he used a ruler to part his greased hair. The white line bisecting his scalp was razor straight.

“Don’t worry about it.” Hap returned his glasses to his bulbous nose, dug his fist into one of the candy jars lining the counter, and popped a sourball into his mouth, rolling it until it made his cheek jut like a gopher’s. “I told you, we’re going to have a great season.” He caught Fran leaning over the counter and winked at her. “With you and Frannie here seeing to things, there’s not much chance of anything going wrong. Best thing we ever did, hiring Fran. The cowboys fall all over themselves to buy whatever she suggests to them.”

Fran smiled. Hap had to be the most easygoing man in Dodge. He never scolded her if she was late for work, and when it was his turn to pay her, he usually managed to slip a couple of extra dollars into her pay envelope. The only person who ever got under his skin was Wally, and Wally had to work at it.

Wally squatted and began checking things off the list on his clipboard. “If you’d help out more around here, instead of hanging out over at Shanahan’s or the Alhambra all the time, Miss Seaton and I wouldn’t have to see to everything ourselves. You’d think, with a half-interest in this mercantile, the store would garner more of your attention than a gambling hall.”

Fran sighed and closed her ledger. Hap and Wally fought like an old married couple. And always about the same things. Hap’s gambling and Wally’s worrying. If they hadn’t been left the store jointly by their grandfather, they never would’ve gone into business together, she was sure. But in the year since she started, Wally’s harping rarely made a dent in Hap’s good nature—or his gambling, and Hap’s slipshod bookkeeping and fortune’s favorite outlook hadn’t rubbed off a bit on the straitlaced Wally.

“Miss Seaton, if you could clear some shelf space behind the flour bins, I’ll put away some of these beets, though what we’re going to do with more than two hundred cans of pickled beets, I’ll never know.” Wally’s fussy, pencil-thin moustache twitched, and his nearly black eyes rolled.

“You’ll think of something, Wally-me-lad.” Hap smacked him on the shoulder, making Wally stagger and drop his pencil. “I believe I’ll go out and drum us up some business. Fran, you hold the fort, right?”

The bell over the door jangled, and three cowboys strolled in. Wide-brimmed hats, easy rolling gait, tinkling spurs, and brash manners. Fran picked up her feather duster. Ignoring them, she went to the front windows and stretched to flick the duster along the top casing, being sure to raise her arms high enough to show just a hint of petticoat and ankle.

“Whooeee.” One of the cowboys whistled low. “If I’d have known there was a new clerk in this store this season, we’da made it our first stop.”

Fran glanced over her shoulder and returned to her dusting. She stifled a sigh. Run-of-the-mill drovers. Again. When was someone exciting going to come through the door? Still, they looked ready to spend, so she should do her best by Wally and Hap and wait on them. She walked behind the counter and laid aside the duster. “What can I do for you boys?”

The tallest one grinned and leaned on the counter. “Well now, just a smile from your pretty lips would do for a start. We’ve been on the trail a powerful stretch of time. I haven’t seen a pretty face in way too long.” He jerked his thumb at his compadres. “Just these two ugly mugs and a dozen more just as homely, all the way from Uvalde.”

One of his friends scowled and elbowed him over, jostling for room. “I ain’t as ugly as you.” He stuck out his hand, checked it, and then wiped it on his trousers before offering it to Fran again. “They call me Brazos Bill. And what would your name be, darlin’?”

She let him shake her hand and almost laughed when his pals demanded their own handshakes. Simple, uncomplicated cowboys. “You boys are just in off the trail? You must be in need of a lot of things then. New clothes? Candy? A gift to take back to your mothers or your sweethearts?” Fran always tried to steer the conversation toward mothers, wives, and sweethearts, just to keep the cowboys in line. Though they were high-spirited and full of fun—as long as they hadn’t been drinking—cowboys were fairly predictable.

She directed them toward the table in the center of the mercantile. Piles of shirts and pants in all sizes and colors lay in stacks on the long narrow top, and others hung from hooks and hangers on a rail overhead. “Everything you could want in the way of clothing, you’ll find there. Boots and hats are on the wall here.” Fran waved to the bank of shelves piled with boxes and the hat stand on the counter. She tilted her head and tapped her chin with her finger. “I think you’d look very handsome in brown. It would match your eyes.” She held up a dark brown shirt with mother-of-pearl buttons.

As Hap had pointed out, cowboys had a tendency to buy most everything she suggested, and this group was no exception. She had to be careful not to abuse the power she wielded, though Hap encouraged her to use it. She didn’t want to bilk the cowboys out of their hard-earned cash. It was a fine line, and she wasn’t always sure she walked it correctly.

Wally beamed from behind the counter, totting up their purchases and taking their money. He wrapped the packages in brown paper and tied them with twine before disappearing into the back room.

When the Texans had their arms laden with purchases, two of them strolled out, but Brazos Bill stayed behind.

Fran returned to her dusting, but she was aware of Bill watching her every move.

“Say, when do you get off work here? I’d be pleased to buy you dinner at the hotel and maybe take in a show? I hear they put on a real good show over at the Comique.” He pronounced it Com–ee–cue like most of the cowboys.

A tinge of excitement tugged at her, but at the same time disappointment encroached. She wasn’t in the slightest bit interested in Brazos Bill or any of the Texas drovers. And while she’d love an opportunity to have dinner at the hotel and see a show at one of the theaters, she knew her brothers would never approve of her going out with a stranger. There was really only one man they would approve of her seeing. Her fingers curled around the handle of the feather duster.

The door chime rang out again. She glanced at the doorway and pressed her lips together. Speak of the devil.
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She was at it again. Chatting with some cowboy.

Jonas used his heel to close the door and opened his coat so his badge and gun were on full display. “Afternoon, Fran.” He nodded and sauntered up to stand beside the cowboy.

Fran shot him a “leave me alone” kind of glare and composed herself to looking all feminine and sweet again.

The cowboy straightened from lounging on the counter. “Fran, is it? Mighty pretty name for a mighty pretty girl.” His grin had more than a whiff of wolf about it, and Jonas took a firm grip on himself so as not to shove the Texan’s teeth down his throat. It wasn’t this poor kid’s fault he’d wandered into Fran’s store and fallen for her looks. Fran was a mighty powerful draw.

Jonas tilted his head and raised his eyebrows at her. When she stared back at him with wide green eyes, he jerked his chin in the cowboy’s direction, silently asking for an introduction.

She crossed her arms and huffed, blowing her red-gold bangs off her forehead. “Jonas, this is Brazos Bill. Bill, this is Deputy Jonas Spooner of the Ford County sheriff’s office.”

Bill nodded but didn’t offer to shake hands, which was fine by Jonas.

“You just off the trail?” Jonas asked to be polite, though everything about the cowboy, from his work-stained clothes to his rank odor, shouted trail herd.

“That’s right. Ramrod paid us off about an hour ago.” Bill turned to face Jonas square, his muscles rigid. “I ain’t doin’ nothing wrong.”

“I didn’t say you were. Cowboys are welcome in Dodge City. We have a few rules, but most drovers don’t find them too hard to live with.”

“Rules? What rules? I don’t remember too many rules last season.” Bill scratched his hair over his right ear and squinted.

“Things change. The most important rule is: no firearms inside city limits. You can check your guns at the jail or one of the hotels.” Jonas stared hard at the pistol tucked into the cowboy’s belt. “Everything else is pretty much routine. Don’t ride your horse into the saloons, don’t cheat at cards, don’t harass the womenfolk.” Jonas tilted his head toward Fran, who gripped her feather duster as if she wished it was his neck.

“Since when is it harassing the womenfolk to talk to a store clerk?” Bill held his open hand out to Fran. “Have I said one harass-ful thing to you?” “No, you’ve been most gallant. Deputy Spooner tends to be overly cautious.”

“Then you’ll come out with me tonight?” The cowboy’s face split in a wide grin once more.

Jonas pressed his lips together and folded his arms across his chest. “You talked to Linc this afternoon, Fran?”

Fran glared back for a moment and shook her head. “I’m afraid I won’t be able to have dinner with you. My brothers expect me home right after work.”

“Brothers? How many brothers?”

“Four,” Jonas supplied. “They run the feed store over by the depot. You might’ve seen them. Seaton’s Feed and Seed? Closest thing to grizzly bears we have around here, those Seaton boys.”

Brazos Bill gulped.

Fran’s brothers had as much of a name for themselves in Dodge City as Bat Masterson himself. Burly, surly, and without exception willing and able to take on a bull buffalo bare-handed. They, more than any other, were the main reason why Fran hadn’t gotten herself into more trouble with her flirting ways.

“The Seaton brothers.” Bill rolled the idea around in his head for a minute. “You’re their sister? Well, if they expect you home tonight, I’ll just have to find other company, though it won’t be as delightful as yours, I’m sure, Miss Seaton.” He doffed his big hat. “You’ll be certain to tell them I wasn’t harassing you in any way, right? Good day.” Snatching up his purchases, he all but bolted for the door.

Jonas laughed. “Works every time.” He jerked when Fran whacked him with the duster. The cloud this produced made him sneeze. “What?”

“Why do you always have to ruin everything? You’re worse than my brothers, even Stuart, and he’s the worst of the lot.” She plonked her elbows onto the counter and rested her chin in her hands. “It’s not flirting to be nice to customers, and Wally and Hap won’t appreciate you running off every man who comes in here and pays me some attention. You’re not my keeper, you know.”

“I do know.” Jonas leaned down so his eyes were on the same level as hers. “Though I’d be happy to take on the role. Your brothers worry about some cowpoke getting the wrong idea. You’re too pretty for your own good and their peace of mind.”

She stuck her lower lip out. “They might as well be prison wardens, the way they order me around. And you are, too. Beats me why they don’t mind you hanging around all the time.”

“Your brothers and I have an understanding. I promised I’d look after you while you’re in town, and that’s what I’m going to do. You about ready to head home?”

Her mouth opened. “You have an understanding with my brothers? They’ve hired you to babysit me?” She sure looked cute when she was outraged, which was a good thing, since she seemed to be spitting mad more often than not when he was around.

“They aren’t paying me to look out for you. It’s part of my job as a deputy. I’d do it for anybody, so don’t get all het up.” Wally Price came out of the back room. “This day has gotten away from me entirely. I didn’t do half the things I wanted to. I suppose it’s near to closing time. Miss Seaton, you did an excellent job with those cowboys. They bought far more than if I’d have been the one to wait on them.” He seemed to notice Jonas for the first time. “Deputy Spooner.”

“I’ve come to see Miss Seaton home. Her brothers just got a big delivery of feed at the store, and they asked me to come fetch her.”

“Very good.” The fussy little shopkeeper checked his clipboard then his watch. “You may go, Miss Seaton. I’ll see you bright and early tomorrow morning, and we’ll deal with these beets.” His narrow moustache twitched like a rat’s whiskers.

Fran grabbed her purse and hat from under the counter, stopping to check her reflection and pin the hat to her upswept curls.

Jonas noticed the curve of her neck and the way a few wisps of hair played at her nape, and his heart bumped faster. Smothering his tender feelings for her, he took her elbow. “Quit primping. You look just fine. Every cowboy within eyesight of you will be gawking. You won’t even have to flirt.”

“You don’t have to grab me up like a flapjack. I can take care of myself, you know.”

He gentled his hold on her arm. “One of these days you’re going to tangle with the wrong man and find yourself in a heap of danger.”

“At least it would be an adventure. Better than the boring same-old, same-old I see every day.”




End of sample
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