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    Wyoming Territory, June 1885


    There were times when Abigail Harding wished she were an only child. This was one of them. If it hadn’t been for Charlotte, she would not be cooped up in a stagecoach, crossing land so barren that not even coyotes favored it, all the while accompanied by a woman who had never heard that silence was golden.


    “It’s a mighty pretty day, ain’t it?”


    Abigail winced as the coach swayed, tossing her against the side for what seemed like the hundredth time. Though Concord coaches were reputed to be the most comfortable ever made, nothing could smooth a rutted road. Ruts, she had been informed by her talkative companion, were preferable to mud, which could bog down the wheels, leaving passengers no alternative but to disembark into the muck.


    Thankful for small mercies, Abigail nodded. “The sky is beautiful,” she admitted. That was the only positive thing she could say about this desolate countryside. She certainly wasn’t going to claim that she found Wyoming Territory beautiful when she most definitely did not, but she also saw no need to insult Mrs. Dunn, even if she wished the woman would stop talking. Abigail was no stranger to loneliness, and, judging from the stories she’d told, neither was the widow. That was probably why she had taken Abigail under her wing when she saw her waiting for the stagecoach in Cheyenne, ignoring Abigail’s protests that she could manage on her own and had in fact come all the way from Wesley, Vermont, without a companion. It would be most unseemly, Mrs. Dunn had claimed, for Abigail to continue to travel unaccompanied, particularly when one of the other passengers on the coach bound for Deadwood was a single man.


    “He’s a soldier,” her self-appointed protector had hissed, as if Abigail was unable to recognize a uniform. “That oughta mean he’s honorable, but you cain’t be too careful.” Even the sight of a married couple purchasing tickets wasn’t enough to dissuade Mrs. Dunn. She kept a firm grip on Abigail’s arm. “They’re rich folks,” she declared, pointing to the pile of finely tooled luggage that accompanied them. “They won’t want nothin’ to do with us.”


    And so Abigail found herself on the backseat next to the woman who passed the hours knotting and unknotting her reticule strings, while the lieutenant lounged on the front seat next to the wealthy couple, one of his feet propped on the empty bench that formed the middle row of indoor seating, his cap tipped over his eyes. Propriety was clearly observed, for he and Abigail were separated by the entire length of the coach, and they spoke only when the stagecoach stopped and he helped Abigail and Mrs. Dunn descend the steep steps.


    As Mrs. Dunn had predicted, the couple, who’d introduced themselves as Mr. and Mrs. Fitzgerald of New York City, had said little beyond complaining that they were forced to ride facing backwards. When Abigail had offered them her spot and the unoccupied one between her and Mrs. Dunn, the widow had protested. “You cain’t sit with the man. It ain’t done.” She’d clutched Abigail’s arm and kept her pinned to the seat. The obviously disgruntled Fitzgeralds had resorted to talking quietly to each other and completely ignored Mrs. Dunn. Though Abigail couldn’t blame them, that had left her as the sole object of the overly proper widow’s conversation.


    “So, you like our sky.” Mrs. Dunn nodded at Abigail in approval. Her brown eyes, which had filled with tears when she spoke of her beloved husband’s death and the difficulty of maintaining their ranch without him, sparkled once more. Though her husband had been deceased for more than a year, Mrs. Dunn still wore full mourning, claiming that she would never cease to love him. Her decidedly unfashionable dress bore a heavy coat of gray-brown dirt, and even the veil that covered the top half of her face had dust motes caught in the mesh, compliments of the constant wind that stirred up dirt and propelled it eastward at what seemed like little less than tornado speed.


    Though she felt no desire to continue the conversation, good manners forced Abigail to say, “I’ve never seen a sky so clear or such a deep blue.” All that was true. What was also true was that this part of the journey was the worst yet. The train had been reasonably comfortable, and Cheyenne had proved to be less primitive than she’d expected, even though it appeared that the entire male population believed that at least one weapon was a necessary part of a man’s wardrobe. Unfortunately, now Abigail was in the middle of nowhere, and nothing Mrs. Dunn could say would change that. There was no sign of life, unless you counted the brush that blanketed the rolling hills where trees should have been.


    That brush was alive, all right. Alive and ready to attack. The cactuses were bad enough, but the real villains were the yuccas. Why had God created a plant with spiky leaves edged with razor-sharp points? Surely it wasn’t to rip holes in an unsuspecting woman’s skirt. Mrs. Dunn claimed that the yuccas would be blessed with beautiful white blossoms later this month. Be that as it may, Abigail considered their existence proof that this was not a place where civilized persons should live. Yuccas and wind that howled incessantly were not Abigail’s idea of paradise on Earth.


    “I don’t reckon Wyoming Territory looks much like home to you.”


    Had Mrs. Dunn read her thoughts? This place that had been Charlotte’s home for a year appeared decidedly unsuitable. Abigail frowned as she stared out the window. Try though she might, she could not picture her older sister enjoying life in such a wilderness. Elizabeth, the youngest of the three Harding children, might consider it an adventure, but Charlotte favored fancy gowns, meals served on fine china, and the company of sociable women. Even though she had assured Abigail that Fort Laramie was far more appealing than one might imagine an Army fort to be, it was still surrounded by desolate countryside.


    Perhaps that was why Charlotte’s letters had seemed so strained. Perhaps that was why Abigail had been unable to dismiss her concerns. Perhaps that was why she’d felt compelled to board a train and leave her carefully planned life behind. When she had left Vermont, she had been certain it was God’s will that she come here. Now she wasn’t certain of anything.


    Fixing a smile on her face, Abigail turned back to her traveling companion. The Fitzgeralds, probably as bored as she, appeared to be dozing. “You’re right. Wyoming is quite different from Vermont,” she said, trying not to sigh as she thought of her home. “Most of the state is very green. In fact, that’s how it got its name. The word Vermont is derived from the French words for ‘green’ and ‘mountains.’ Its nickname is the green mountain state.” Abigail bit her lip as she realized that she’d fallen into schoolmarm mode. Mrs. Dunn didn’t want a lesson in etymology any more than Abigail wanted to be here. If it hadn’t been for her worries about Charlotte, Abigail would have been home, enjoying fresh air while she played tennis with Woodrow and made plans for their life together. Instead, she was stuck in a hot, dusty stagecoach with Mrs. Dunn, the Fitzgeralds, and the soldier who was pretending to be asleep.


    Mrs. Dunn eyed their companions before giving Abigail an appraising look. “So, your sister married a soldier.” Abigail had admitted as much when she’d purchased passage only as far as Fort Laramie. Mrs. Dunn was going a few miles farther, and the Fitzgeralds were headed for the end of the line, the gold mine town of Deadwood.


    “That’s good.” Mrs. Dunn’s nod dislodged some of the face powder she’d applied with a liberal hand. Mama would not have approved of the way Mrs. Dunn had painted her face. She had maintained that only actresses and fallen women felt the need to enhance their God-given beauty, but Mama had not experienced the Wyoming sun and wind. Perhaps paint and powder were the only ways to maintain a woman’s complexion.


    “Soldiering’s a mighty fine profession,” Mrs. Dunn announced. “A woman could do a lot worse.”


    And a lot better. Charlotte could have married a man whose profession was somethinganythingother than killing. Abigail bit back the retort. There was nothing to be gained by starting an argument. Instead, she kept a smile fixed on her face and let the older woman continue her monologue. Perhaps she’d tire eventually. Though Abigail estimated that the widow was only in her midforties, she moved like a much older woman, the result, she said, of stepping into a gopher hole. “I done broke my ankle, and it ain’t never healed right. I reckon I’m gonna limp for the rest of my days.” Her story had done nothing to convince Abigail that Wyoming was a desirable place to live. Wind, dust, gopher holes. Each mile revealed a new unpleasant aspect to Charlotte’s home.


    Mrs. Dunn leaned over and patted Abigail’s hand. “It wouldn’t surprise me none if you found yourself a husband while you was at the fort. Soldiers are mighty lonely, always lookin’ for a wife. You just gotta be careful, cuz they ain’t all honorable.”


    “I’m not looking for a husband.” Even if she weren’t almost promised to Woodrow, the last place Abigail would seek a spouse was at an Army fort. The life of a soldier’s wife was not for her. No indeed. God might have sent her here, but he didn’t intend for her to stay. Abigail was as certain of that as she was that something was seriously wrong in her sister’s life.


    Knotting her reticule strings again, Mrs. Dunn shook her head. “Nonsense. Every woman is lookin’ for a man of her own. Look at this here lieutenant.”


    Abigail had done exactly that when they’d entered the coach. The man, who’d introduced himself as Lieutenant Bowles, was at least half a foot taller than her own five and a half feet, with blond hair and eyes almost as deep a blue as the Wyoming sky. His uniform was the same design as the one Jeffrey had worn for his wedding to Charlotte: a dark blue double-breasted wool frock coat with seven brass buttons marching down each side, lighter blue wool trousers with a white stripe indicating membership in the infantry. The difference was that while Jeffrey had seemed a bit ill at ease, this man wore his uniform as comfortably as he did his skin.


    It was true that Abigail had noted how Lieutenant Bowles’s uniform highlighted broad shoulders and long legs, but what caught her attention time and again were his lips. Though no fuller than normal, they were surprisingly expressive, curving and twitching in response to Mrs. Dunn’s more outrageous comments, even though the rest of his face remained as impassive as if he were truly sleeping.


    “He’d be a good husband for you,” Mrs. Dunn declared.


    Abigail darted a glance at the man in question. Though he appeared to be fighting a smile, she was not amused by Mrs. Dunn’s tendency to make pronouncements with no foundation. Look at the way she tried to enforce her decidedly old-fashioned views of propriety. There would have been nothing wrong with Abigail’s sitting on the opposite seat.


    “Most likely he ain’t married. ’Course, you cain’t be sure. He might have a sweetheart somewhere. I’m fixin’ to ask him when he wakes up.”


    Abigail sighed. The lieutenant had the right idea. She should have pretended to be asleep.
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    Ethan Bowles struggled to keep his lips from frowning. If the old biddy knew he was awake, he’d have no peace. She’d continue the relentless questioninglittle less than an inquisitionthat had convinced him to feign sleep in the first place. And this time she’d focus on his marital status. Once she learned that he was unattached, it would be far worse. Ethan gritted his teeth. Why was it that people felt the need to match make? First his grandfather, then virtually every married woman he’d met. You’d think they would realize that some men were meant to be bachelors, with him first on that list. But, no, they seemed to believe that every single man was a candidate for the state of wedded bliss. Wrong, wrong, wrong.


    He shifted his weight slightly, wishing he could open his eyes. The trip went more quickly when a man could enjoy the scenery. And this trip had more than the territory’s natural beauty to enjoy. The young woman, Miss Harding she’d said her name was, was downright easy on the eyes, even if she was wearing clothing that had to be uncomfortable. The high neckline and long sleeves were practical, as was the dark blue colornot too different from his uniform. But the skirt made no sense. Those pleats barely cleared the ground, which meant that they served as dust magnets, and then there was that silly bump in the back. Oliver, his friend who claimed to know everything there was to know about women, had informed him that ladies called them bustles. Ethan called them ridiculous. Why would a woman saddle herself with something that had to get in the way when she sat? The only good thing he could say about the widow was that she didn’t have any such impediments. Her dress might not be fashionable, but it was more practical than what Miss Harding and Mrs. Fitzgerald were wearing.


    Despite the preposterous clothing, Miss Harding was worth a second look. Underneath that fancy hat, her hair was pulled back in one of those knots that women seemed to like, but even that couldn’t hide the fact that it was a pretty shade of brown. What intrigued Ethan most were her eyes. It was a shame he was pretending to be asleep, because he was still trying to figure out what color they were. Not quite brown, not quite green, but downright pretty, especially when she smiled. That was when he was sure he’d seen hints of gold in them.


    The widow was right. Soldiers out here didn’t get to see too many women, and women as beautiful as Miss Harding were as rare as gold nuggets in the North Platte River. Even though he had no interestno matrimonial interest, that isin Miss Harding, Ethan couldn’t deny that he would have enjoyed looking at her, but he sure as shooting didn’t want to get trapped into another conversation involving the widow, and so he kept his eyes closed. Years of ignoring his grandfather’s barbs had taught him the value of feigning indifference.


    “Did you live on a farm in Vermont?” The widow was talking again, and since Ethan wasn’t available, she was questioning Miss Harding. The poor woman. By the time the lady with those intriguing eyes reached Fort Laramie, her every secret would be revealed.


    “No.” It was only one word, but Ethan heard the reluctance in Miss Harding’s voice. It appeared she wasn’t enjoying the interrogation any more than he had the volley of questions the widow had fired at him when they’d first entered the stagecoach. “I teach at a girls’ academy.” His lips twitched as he realized that was the reason she sounded so prim and why she’d given the little lesson on the origin of Vermont’s name. Schoolmarms, at least schoolmarms in Ethan’s experience, were prim and proper. They had to be.


    He heard the intake of breath before Mrs. Dunn spoke. “In my day,” she said, her voice leaving no doubt of her disapproval, “girls stayed home and cared for their parents until they married. They didn’t take jobs away from able-bodied men.”


    Of course, in the aftermath of the war there were fewer able-bodied men than there had been before Antietam and Gettysburg and the other battles that had destroyed hopes along with lives. Ethan wondered whether Miss Harding would mention that. Instead she said simply, “It was my parents’ wish that I become a teacher. Fortunately, I find it rewarding.”


    And he found soldiering rewarding. Most days, that is. Today all he felt was frustration. Frustration with the men who cared nothing for their oaths and obligations and who deserted the Army, and even greater frustration with himself for being unable to find them. He’d gone to Cheyenne expecting to locate the pocket of deserters who were reported to be living there. Instead, he’d found nothing but dead ends. That was why he was heading back to the fort a day earlier than planned. He would have only wasted time if he stayed in Cheyenne, and if there was one thing Ethan hated, it was wasting time. If he was going to earn his commanding officer’s respect, he could not afford to spend a whole day doing nothing more than strolling city streets.


    While Mrs. Dunn continued to speak, enumerating the advantages of living in Wyoming Territory, Ethan did his best to ignore her words.


    “One thing you gotta say about livin’ here,” the widow said, her voice reverberating against the sides of the stagecoach, “it’s mighty peaceful.”


    Despite his resolve to pay no attention to the women’s conversation, Ethan found himself listening for Miss Harding’s response. When it came, it was little more than a mutter. “Some might call it boring.”
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    It was boring. Abigail gazed out the window, trying not to frown at the endless miles of unchanging scenery. Since they’d left the road ranch where they’d eaten a surprisingly tasty dinner and where her skirts had had the unfortunate encounter with yucca leaves, there had been nothing but rolling hills under the biggest sky she’d ever seen. As she’d told Mrs. Dunn, the sky was beautiful, but Abigail needed more. Even a cloud would have helped break the monotony. Unfortunately, not a single one dotted the sky. There was only sun and wind and scrubby hills.


    How could Charlotte bear it? Perhaps she couldn’t. Perhaps that was the reason her letters had sounded so melancholy. Though her sister denied it, Abigail knew that something was dreadfully amiss.


    If only she had a book. It would be several hours before they reached Fort Laramie, and now that Mrs. Dunn had fallen asleep, Abigail could read. Unfortunately, all her books were safely packed in her trunk, leaving her with nothing to do but stare out the window. Hills and brush, brush and hills. Nothing more. Boring.


    Abigail wasn’t sure how long she’d had her eyes focused on the distance when she saw the cloud of dust. For a moment, she stared at it, wondering if it was a mirage. She’d heard that travelers in the desert conjured images of oases with life-giving water, only to discover that the shimmering pools of water were nothing more than a trick of light. Abigail did not seek water; she craved signs of human habitation, but the dust must be a mirage, for Mrs. Dunn had said there were few settlers in this area. Abigail was simply imagining that the brown cloud was caused by horses. Still, the swirling dust grew nearer, and as it did, she saw that the cloud was caused by two riders, one on a dark horse, the other a palomino.


    Abigail swallowed deeply, unsure whether the shiver that made its way down her spine was caused by anticipation or apprehension. “Someone’s coming.” Though she hadn’t intended to, she spoke the words aloud. The response was instantaneous.


    “Where?” Lieutenant Bowles moved quickly, confirming Abigail’s assumption that he had not been asleep. One second he was lounging on the seat, the next he was staring out the window, watching the approaching riders, those expressive lips thinning, then turning into a frown.


    “It’s trouble,” he said shortly. “Probably road agents.” In one fluid movement, he unholstered his revolver and balanced it on the window ledge.


    Abigail cringed as unwelcome images crowded her brain. No! she wanted to shout. Stop! She bit the inside of her cheek as she forced the memories away. Think of something else. Anything. Seizing on the unfamiliar term the lieutenant had used, she asked, “Road agents?”


    “Bandits.”


    Abigail’s heart began to pound. Though she had read several of the penny dreadful novels she had confiscated from students, she had thought the stories of bandits holding up stagecoaches were exaggerations. Now it was apparent that she was going to experience a holdup, andif the stories had any validitythat meant ...


    She bit her cheek again, the metallic taste telling her she’d drawn blood. Blood, just like ... She focused on Lieutenant Bowles, trying to banish the memories.


    Without taking his eyes off the horsemen, the lieutenant motioned toward the opposite side of the coach. “Stay back,” he ordered, “and keep the others quiet.” Though Mrs. Dunn was still so deeply asleep that she had released her grip on her reticule and Mrs. Fitzgerald was snoring lightly, Abigail did not doubt that the women would scream if they realized what was happening. She had no idea what Mr. Fitzgerald might do, but she knew that any distraction could be dangerous.


    Abigail took a deep breath, trying to calm herself, then darted another look at the approaching men. She wouldn’tshe absolutely would notlook at the lieutenant’s revolver. “They’re soldiers.” She whispered the words, not wanting to waken the others. The approaching riders’ uniforms were the same shade of blue as Lieutenant Bowles’s. The difference was, these men wore bandannas over their faces. It could be to protect them from the dust, but the lieutenant’s intake of breath said otherwise.


    “Probably deserters, up to no good.” He leaned out the window, twisting to face the front of the coach, and yelled at the driver. “Don’t stop. No matter what happens, don’t stop unless I tell you to.”


    “But, sir...” Fear colored the coachman’s words.


    “Trust me. Keep going.”


    The driver cracked the whip, and the horses began to run, setting the coach to lurching. As her reticule tumbled from her lap, Mrs. Dunn’s eyes flew open.


    “What’s going on?” she screeched, her eyes focusing on the lieutenant’s drawn weapon. The scream wakened the Fitzgeralds, and the woman clung to her husband, fright darkening her eyes.


    “Quiet, everyone.” Abigail used her best schoolmarm tone, the one that never failed to silence unruly children. “It’s bandits.” She wrapped her arm around Mrs. Dunn’s shoulders and pressed the widow into the seat. If Lieutenant Bowles was going to save the gold or whatever it was the outlaws sought, he needed no interference.


    “No!” Mrs. Dunn struggled against Abigail, her eyes darting from the lieutenant to her lap. “My reticule. I need my reticule.”


    The heavy bag had slid to the other side of the coach, where it lay near the lieutenant’s feet. Though Mr. Fitzgerald looked as if he would retrieve the reticule, Abigail shook her head. “Not now.” From the corner of her eye, she saw the bandits approach. In seconds they would reach the coach. And then ... Dear Lord, keep us safe.


    “Smelling salts! I need my smelling salts.” Mrs. Dunn’s imperious tone only worsened Mrs. Fitzgerald’s whimpering.


    As the widow stretched her arms toward her reticule, Abigail dug inside her own bag and pulled out a small vial. Mama had been insistent that a lady always carry smelling salts, claiming one never knew when there might be an emergency. Even Mama, who had been blessed with an active imagination, had probably never envisioned a time like this. “Here.” Abigail uncapped the bottle and thrust it under Mrs. Dunn’s nose. When the widow snorted with what sounded like indignation, Mrs. Fitzgerald buried her face in her husband’s coat, sobbing softly while he murmured reassurances.


    Outside, the palomino’s rider said something to his companion, and the other man raised his rifle to aim at the stagecoach driver. Abigail shuddered as dread surged through her veins. Please, no. The driver was an innocent man, only doing his job. He did not deserve to die. No one did. Not like this. As the coach continued to lurch, Abigail heard the sounds of a whip cracking and a desperate shout. She tightened her grip on Mrs. Dunn. Though she might not be able to help the driver, she could keep the friendly widow away from the window and danger.


    “Gif me the Gelt,” the bandit shouted, his heavy accent telling Abigail that German was his native language. As the lieutenant muttered something under his breath, his tone left no doubt that that something was uncomplimentary. “Gif me the Gelt,” the man repeated.


    It was the lieutenant who responded, never taking his eyes off the would-be robber. “There is no money, and you won’t get anything else.”


    “Don’t pay him no mind,” the man on the palomino told his companion. “He’s only one, and we’re two.” Though unschooled, this man’s voice bore no accent.


    “Halt, I say,” the German ordered. “Halt or I vill shoot.” He punctuated his threat with a shot into the air. “That vas a varning. The next one vill not be.”


    When Mrs. Dunn started to speak, Abigail clasped a hand over her mouth. Nothing she could say, nothing any of them could say, would help. Everything depended on Lieutenant Bowles. Help him. Abigail sent a silent prayer heavenward. Though she had followed the lieutenant’s instruction and moved away from the window, she had a clear view of the two outlaws. The one with the heavy accent lowered his rifle until it was once again pointed at the driver. He was closer now, the sight of his rifle causing her stomach to roil.


    “Halt!” the bandit yelled. “I vant the Gelt,” he shouted, his voice so filled with malevolence that Abigail knew he would not hesitate to kill.


    “Help!” Panic colored the driver’s voice as he pleaded, “Help me.”


    There was only one possible recourse. Abigail knew that, even as the prospect sickened her. If the lieutenant didn’t act now, the driver would be dead. It was a clear choice: kill or watch a manperhaps more than onebe killed.


    As the lieutenant squeezed the trigger, the deafening sound of the revolver filled the coach. “Oh no!” Mrs. Fitzgerald slumped forward in a swoon.


    “Stop!” Mrs. Dunn shrieked as she fought to escape from Abigail’s grip. “The Lord says ‘thou shalt not kill.’”


    But the lieutenant had not killed, Abigail realized with a sense of incredulity. Somehow, though she had not thought it possible, he had only wounded the bandit enough that the man dropped his rifle and was clutching his hand.


    “Let’s go.” The other bandit reined his horse and spun around, racing away from the stagecoach, not even glancing back to see whether his wounded companion was behind him. The German, doubled over in pain, followed more slowly.


    The danger was past. The Lord had answered her prayers. There had been no killing. Not today. Abigail felt the tension drain from her, leaving her as limp as a wilted stalk of celery. As Mr. Fitzgerald waved Abigail’s smelling salts under his wife’s nose, Abigail released her grip on Mrs. Dunn and turned toward the lieutenant, who was now looking at the other passengers as if assessing their condition. “Thank you,” she said softly. “I don’t know what we would have done without you.”


    “Just doing my job, miss.” His voice was as calm as if he foiled robberies every day of the week. Perhaps he did. The lieutenant leaned out the window again and addressed the driver. “You can stop now. I doubt they’ll be back, but I’ll ride next to you, just in case.”


    “What about us?” Mrs. Dunn demanded. She had retrieved her reticule and clutched it as if it held her most prized possessions, not simply a handkerchief and a vial of smelling salts. “I reckon we need protection too.”


    Though the lieutenant’s lips twitched, his voice was serious as he said, “You’ll be safe, ma’am, but you might feel better if you pulled down the shades and sat in the middle of the coach.”


    Now that the danger was past, Abigail could not stop her limbs from trembling. This land was worse, much worse, than she had thought. Dust and wind and relentless sun were nothing compared to murderous outlaws. If it hadn’t been for the lieutenant, who knew what might have happened?


    She looked out the window at the desolate landscape, no longer searching for signs of life. Barren countryside, even yuccas, were better than the alternative. When her gaze met Lieutenant Bowles’s, Abigail said firmly, “Wyoming is no place to live.”


    She might have imagined it before, but this time there was no question about it. He was trying to control his amusement. “Could be you’re right.” His lips curved upward as he added, “But you have to admit it’s not boring.”
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    Fort Laramie wasn’t as bleak as she’d expected. In fact, it was surprisingly civilized. With no stockade fence surrounding it and no gates, it looked more like a village than a military establishment. In fact, were it not for the men in uniform marching around the center square, Abigail might have thought this was an ordinary town. But nothing about Wyoming was ordinary.


    Once the bandits had ridden away, the lieutenant had climbed on top of the coach to sit next to the driver, leaving Abigail with an uncharacteristically silent Mrs. Dunn and the obviously distressed Fitzgeralds. The couple clung to each other, speaking softly, while Mrs. Dunn huddled on the opposite end of the backseat, twisting her reticule strings and muttering what sounded like “all wrong.” Though Abigail suspected the widow was referring to the aborted robbery, the same words could be applied to her own journey. What had seemed like such a good idea back in Vermont now seemed all wrong. Perhaps she’d been mistaken. Perhaps Charlotte did not need her. Perhaps God had not meant for her to come to Wyoming.


    Brushing aside her doubts, Abigail looked around as she tried to keep pace with the lieutenant. After he’d arranged for another officer to guard the stagecoach until it reached Deadwood, he had insisted on accompanying Abigail to her sister’s house, promising that her trunk would be delivered later.


    “You’ll be safe here,” he assured her.


    Though Abigail was not certain she would feel safe until she was back in Vermont, she was relieved that Charlotte’s home was not on the stark, treeless prairie she had just crossed. While no one would call Fort Laramie a forest, there were trees. A cluster of cottonwoods grew next to the river; others lined three sides of the central area that the lieutenant told her was the parade ground; still others dotted front yards of houses whose porches and gables, not to mention their neat picket fences, made them unexpectedly attractive. And though the parade ground was clearly meant for military exercises, someone had created what the lieutenant explained were birdbaths in the corners. Perhaps four feet across, the shallow cement-lined ponds were edged with bricks, and judging from the number of birds that were drinking from them, they served an important purpose.


    Who would have thought that an Army fort would boast such amenities? Whitewashed buildings, sidewalks, street lamps, even grass. It was more than Abigail had believed possible.


    She took a shallow breath. Lieutenant Bowles. Ethan, she corrected herself. He’d insisted she call him Ethan, and she’d agreed that he could use her given name. Ethan set a brisk pace, perhaps forgetting that she had yet to become accustomed to the unfamiliar climate. Between the sun, the dry wind, and the altitude, Abigail found herself unable to walk at her normal speed without panting or, even worse, feeling as if she were going to faint. Unlike Mrs. Dunn and Mrs. Fitzgerald, Abigail never fainted.


    “Jeffrey didn’t mention that he and Charlotte were expecting visitors,” Ethan said as they rounded a corner. Though he’d raised an eyebrow in apparent surprise when she’d told him her sister’s married name, his voice bore no hint of the breathlessness that plagued Abigail.


    He stamped his foot on the wooden walkway, frightening away the small pack of dogs that had begun to follow them. The dogs were yet another difference from Vermont. While Abigail had seen an occasional dog running loose at home, she had never encountered packs of apparently wild dogs. But the lieutenant didn’t want to talk about the fort’s canine population. He’d asked about Jeffrey and Charlotte.


    “They didn’t know I was coming,” Abigail admitted. “Charlotte might have tried to dissuade me if I’d told her.” And Abigail had had no intention of being advised to stay home. As dearly as she loved Charlotte, her older sister was overly cautious. When Charlotte heard about the would-be bandits, she would undoubtedly tell Abigail she had acted foolishly. But what else was a sister to do when her questions remained unanswered and her worries multiplied?


    Ethan’s arms swung rhythmically as they walked toward Charlotte’s new home. It was, he’d explained, at the far end of the parade ground, the southeast corner. Officers’ housing and public buildings like the store lined the southern and western sides of the parade ground, while barracks stood along the other sides.


    “So you just climbed on a train and came all the way from Vermont, almost getting yourself robbed or possibly kidnapped in the process.” There was no mistaking the surprise in the lieutenant’s voice. “Are you always that impulsive?”


    Impulsive? Perhaps. Papa had claimed that Abigail listened to her heart and disregarded her head, but she wouldn’t admit that to this man. Even though it might have been true once, a schoolteacher needed to set a good example, and so she had spent years ensuring that she thought before she acted. “I prefer to think of myself as the sensible sister.” That was the term Woodrow used, and it was, he maintained, one of Abigail’s most attractive characteristics. Woodrow had never accused her of being impulsive.


    The tall lieutenant who was so different from Woodrow grinned. “And so that sensible sister suddenly got the notion of coming to boring Wyoming Territory.”


    Though he phrased it as a statement, Abigail sensed that he sought an explanation. Instead, she countered with a question. “Do you have any siblings?” When Ethan shook his head, Abigail nodded slowly. “Then you may not understand how much I miss my sister. The last time I saw her was over a year ago at her wedding.” There was no need to tell him that since their parents’ deaths, her sisters were Abigail’s whole family.


    Ethan shooed another group of dogs away before he turned back to face her. “Jeffrey mentioned that they were newlyweds when they arrived. His company was transferred here a couple months before mine.”


    Abigail looked around. Though the fort was more pleasant than she had pictured, it was still a far cry from Vermont’s pastoral scenery. The surrounding hills were a lighter green than at home, and the trees lacked the variety that characterized Wesley and the other small towns where Abigail and Charlotte had lived. And even though there was an undeniable charm to some of the mansard-roofed houses, Abigail doubted they contained the luxuries Charlotte had always craved. “I can’t imagine honeymooning here.”


    The lieutenant slowed his pace a mite and looked down at Abigail, his blue eyes sparkling with barely controlled mirth. “Believe it or not, Abigail, some of us consider Wyoming beautiful.” He gestured into the distance. “You can see almost forever. Out here, you’re not closed in by trees.”


    “That may be true, but who wants to see miles of grasslands? They’re...”


    “Boring.” As they had on the stagecoach, his lips twitched as if he were trying to restrain a smile. “You’re wrong about that. The prairies aren’t boring. When you look closer, there’s more variety than you might think.”


    “I’ll take your word for that.” No matter what Ethan Bowles said, Abigail had no intention of being here long enough to explore the surroundings. Once she satisfied herself that Charlotte was all right, she was heading back East. Vermontand more important, Woodrowwere waiting for her.


    “We’re almost there.” They had walked the distance of what Ethan had called Officers’ Row and were approaching the next corner of the parade ground. Just around the bend was a large building under construction, the noise of hammers and workmen’s shouts carrying clearly on the wind. “The new administration building,” Ethan said when Abigail glanced in that direction. “When it’s done, it’ll house the school and library as well as the commanding officer’s and adjutant’s offices.”


    Abigail’s ears perked up at the mention of a school. It was silly to care about that when she wouldn’t be here longtwo weeks at the maximum. Still, she stared at the cement walls taking shape and wondered what the classroom would be like.


    “This is it.” The lieutenant stopped at the gate to a large house with a wraparound verandah. Although a single set of steps led to the porch, a wall divided the porch, and a door on each side indicated that the structure served as two residences. “Your sister’s is the one on the left,” Ethan said. Touching his hand to his cap in a brief salute, he added, “I’ll leave you now.”


    Abigail swallowed. There was no reason to feel apprehensive, and yet she did. Perhaps it was the aftermath of the aborted robbery, but what had seemed like a good idea now seemed ... impulsive. She held out her hand to the lieutenant. “Thank you again for what you did on the stagecoach.”


    He touched his hand to hers briefly, then shook his head. “I’d prefer if you didn’t mention the incident to your sister. News travels quickly here. I’d like my commanding officer to hear it from me.”


    Abigail smiled. If gossip was common, it appeared that Fort Laramie resembled a small town in yet another way. “Certainly.” She could delay no longer. She placed her hand on the gate. “Good-bye, Lieutenant ... er ... Ethan.”


    As his brisk footsteps receded, Abigail climbed the three steps and knocked firmly on the door. In a moment she would know whether coming to Wyoming had been a mistake. Her heart pounded at the thought of being reunited with Charlotte. How she’d missed her sister! In the space of two months, both Charlotte and Elizabeth had moved away, leaving Abigail the only Harding sister in Vermont. But now she was here, and she and Charlotte would be together, even if only for a short time.


    But Charlotte wasn’t home. Abigail was about to rap on the door again when it cracked open. For a moment, Abigail simply stared. Then she pushed the door open and stepped inside, closing it behind her. “Charlotte.” The woman standing before her looked like her sister, and yet she did not. Though it was late afternoon, Abigail’s normally fashionable sister was dressed in a loose wrapper and house slippers, her dark brown hair undone as if she’d only just arisen from bed. More concerning, though, were Charlotte’s pallor and the fact that her face was thinner than Abigail had ever seen it.


    If she was shocked, so was Charlotte. Her sister pressed her hand to her heart and her face lost even more color. “Abigail.” The word was little more than a whisper. “What on earth are you doing here?” She looked around. “Is Woodrow with you?”


    It wasn’t the welcome Abigail had hoped for, but ever since she’d arrived in Wyoming, nothing had been what she’d expected.


    Why would Charlotte think that Woodrow would have accompanied her? “I came because I missed you, Charlotte.” And I was worried. Though she did not voice the words, Abigail knew her worries had been well-grounded. Something was desperately wrong. She took a step forward and wrapped her arms around her sister, trying not to wince at the realization that Charlotte’s body was little more than skin over bones.


    Charlotte drew back slightly and looked at Abigail, her eyes studying her face, almost as if she wanted to reassure herself that the woman who hugged her was not an illusion.


    “Oh, Abigail, I missed you too, but I never imagined you’d go anywhere without Woodrow. When I saw you standing here, I thought perhaps you’d eloped and were spending the summer traveling.”


    Abigail shook her head at the notion. Ethan Bowles might find her impulsive, but that was one adjective no one would apply to Woodrow Morgan. Woodrow was sturdy and stable, a man who planned his life as carefully as he did his lessons. “Woodrow believes we need to wait another year before we marry, but I couldn’t wait that long to see you.”


    “I’m so glad you’ve come.” Color returned to Charlotte’s face. “What am I doing, leaving you standing in the hallway?” She gestured toward the first of two doorways leading off this section of the narrow corridor. “Let’s go into the parlor.”Though the hallway with its highly polished dark wood floor extended the length of the house, if closed, a second door would keep visitors from viewing the less formal rooms. That door was now open, allowing Abigail to see that there were two more doors on the left side of the hall, and that a staircase led from the back entrance to the second floor.


    The parlor was a surprise, this time a pleasant one. With two windows on the front and bright white paint, it was light and airy, filled with furniture that would not have been out of place in one of the finest homes in Vermont. It even boasted a piano.


    “Tell me all about your journey,” Charlotte encouraged once she and Abigail were seated. Though she had gestured Abigail toward the settee, Charlotte took the chair opposite her, keeping her eyes fixed on her sister, as if she feared she would disappear. “How long can you stay?” Without waiting for an answer, Charlotte shook her head again, setting her uncombed hair to bouncing. “Let me get you some tea.” Her expression was apologetic as she said, “Truly, I have not forgotten all those lessons Mama gave us on being a good hostess. I’m simply surprised to see you here. It’s such a long way from Vermont to Fort Laramie.”


    Abigail smiled at the realization that, though she might be pale and thin, this was the sister she remembered. Charlotte’s brain moved so quickly that it was sometimes difficult to keep up with her. Conversations could be tiring, simply because of the number of changes of subject.


    “Tea would be wonderful. The air is so dry that my throat feels parched most of the time.”


    “You must be careful. The sun is stronger here. At these high altitudes, you need to protect your skin.” That was vintage Charlotte, taking advantage of being the oldest sister to advise her younger siblings. But perhaps there was more to the warning than simple sisterly concern. Perhaps it explained why Charlotte was so pale. Perhaps she’d been afraid to expose her skin to sunlight. Still, while that was a possible reason, it wouldn’t explain why her eyes had lost their sparkle and why she was so thin. A more likely reason, although one Abigail wished she could dismiss, was that Charlotte’s childhood illness had recurred.


    “Let me help you.” Abigail followed her sister into the kitchen. Like the parlor, it was well furnished.


    Charlotte shook her head. “Nonsense. Mrs. Channingshe’s the woman who cooks and cleans for uswill be back shortly. She’s only gone to the commissary to buy some beef. In the meantime, I think I can boil water for a pot of tea.” Though her words were brave, Abigail noticed that Charlotte’s hands trembled as she lifted the heavy iron teakettle to place it on the stove, and she sank onto the long bench, as if the effort had exhausted her.


    “Are you all right?” The words slipped out before Abigail realized what she was saying.


    “Of course I am.” Charlotte looked down at her casual dress and frowned. “I was a bit fatigued this afternoon, and so I took a nap.” She raised her eyebrows in the imperious expression Abigail remembered from their childhood. “You remember that Mama used to take naps, don’t you?” When Abigail nodded, Charlotte added, “I’m perfectly fine.”


    Though Abigail did not believe her sister, Charlotte would only become more intractable if she said anything more. That childhood bout of pneumonia had left Charlotte with more than a lingering weakness. It had made her overly sensitive to questions about her health.


    As they waited for the water to boil, Charlotte leaned forward, resting her hands on her knees. “Now tell me what Elizabeth said when you announced you were coming. I thought you were planning to visit her this summer.”


    “I was, but I changed my mind. Elizabeth’s so busy with her studies that Christmas will be a better time for a visit.” It was rationalization, Abigail knew, but she had believed that Charlotte needed her more than their younger sister, whose medical school classes kept her almost too busy to sleep. Though Abigail missed both sisters dreadfully, it was Charlotte who worried her.


    A smile crossed Charlotte’s face as she rose to measure out tea. “Oh, Abigail, you’re so impulsive.”


    There was that word again. “That’s what Ethan said.”


    “Ethan? Ethan who?”


    Though there was no reason, Abigail felt her face flush. “Lieutenant Bowles,” she said as calmly as she could. “He was one of the passengers on the stagecoach from Cheyenne.”


    “Ah, that Ethan.” Charlotte nodded with approval. “Jeffrey says he’s a good man. He’s another West Pointer, you know.”


    Once again, Charlotte was seizing on any subject other than her health. Knowing there was nothing to be gained by pursuing that now, Abigail picked up the tea tray and carried it back to the parlor. “Your house is lovely,” she said when they were once more seated. “I’m surprised you have a pianoforte.” And not simply a piano, but a Steinway. That was a far cry from the battered instrument their parents had taken from one parsonage to the next, its case seeming to acquire at least one more nick with each move.


    Charlotte stirred sugar into her cup of tea before she replied. “Jeffrey insists on buying the best of everything. He’s very good to me.”


    Surely it was Abigail’s imagination that her sister seemed as if she was reciting lines she had delivered many times. “Then you’re happy here.” She made it a statement rather than a question.


    “Of course. Who wouldn’t be?”


    Once again, Charlotte’s words rang hollow.
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    “Bowles.”


    Ethan turned at the sound of the familiar voice. Though Jeffrey Crowley used his first name in private, he was formal in public, declaring that West Pointers had an obligation to maintain standards of dignity. Jeffrey’s boots were always perfectly shined, the creases in his uniform impeccable. Though that was nothing more than they’d been taught, Ethan suspected that Jeffrey’s insistence on dignity came from years of being taunted for his carrot-colored hair and freckled face rather than any protocol he’d learned at the Point.


    “What are you doing here?” Jeffrey continued, his green eyes narrowing as he strode next to Ethan, appearing content to accompany him wherever he was going, which in this case was to their superior officer. “I thought you weren’t due back until tomorrow.”


    Because he had not yet briefed Captain Westland, Ethan did not mention the attempted robbery. “There was nothing to be gained by staying in Cheyenne.” And, as it turned out, much to be gained by being on that particular coach.


    Keeping his voice even, Ethan said, “I hit one dead end after another in Cheyenne, so I decided to come back. As luck would have it, I wound up accompanying your sister-in-law.”


    Jeffrey’s blink was the only sign he was surprised. A couple inches shorter than Ethan, Jeffrey was a good twenty pounds heavier, with what Ethan’s grandfather used to call a boxer’s physique. “Why on earth did Elizabeth come? I thought she was still in school.”


    “Not Elizabeth, Abigail. I gather she missed Charlotte’s company.”


    To Ethan’s surprise, Jeffrey muttered a curse that had nothing to do with the four dogs that scampered beside him, barking, yipping, and trying to jump on him. “Abigail’s trouble. According to Charlotte, she’s always acted without thinking, and here’s the proof. She’s in my home. What did I do to deserve her?”


    The answer was simple. “You married her sister. Didn’t I tell you that marriage is more trouble than it’s worth?”


    “Wait until you meet the right woman. You’ll change your tune then.” Jeffrey stared into the distance, as if searching for a solution to what he obviously considered an unpleasant situation. “Come home with me and stay for supper.”


    Ethan shook his head. Though a home-cooked meal was enticing, he had things to do. “I need to see the captain. Besides, I know better than to intrude on a family gathering.”


    But Jeffrey would not be dissuaded. “Charlotte’s my family,” he insisted. “Abigail’s an unfortunate appendage. C’mon, Ethan, do me a favor. I don’t want to beard the lion alone.”


    A lion? Abigail Harding was more like a swan with that long, graceful neck. “Oh, all right.” It was less than a gracious acceptance, but the invitation had been less than gracious. “That’ll give me a chance to tell you what happened on the trip back.”
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    Frances Colfax let out a string of curses that would have blistered the paint, had there been any paint to blister. Paint was the last thing she needed on the shanty walls. This place was fine the way it wasa tumbledown building so weathered by the wind and sun that no one would spare it a second glance, even if they happened to spot it. And few did, for it was a dugout, set deep into the hillside, miles away from the closest ranch. This was the perfect spot to stash her clothing and an even better one for stashing the takings. When there were takings.


    Carefully folding the last of the seven petticoats that had made her look like a refugee from the War Between the States, Frances cursed again. Her words were nothing compared to what the baron would say when he heard about today’s fiasco. It couldn’t have been much worse. That lieutenant wasn’t supposed to be on the coach. Frances had been assured that no one from the fort was scheduled to travel then, much less an officer. The passengers were supposed to be a bunch of rich folks who deserved nothing more than to contribute their jewelry and cash to Frances’s fund. It was bad enough that there was only one couple instead of the four or five she had expected. It was even worse that the attack took place earlier than it was supposed to and that she had somehow fallen asleep. That was a fact she had no intention of mentioning to the baron. She would focus on that cursed Lieutenant Bowles’s interference.


    Frances brushed the gray powder from her hair. By the time she was done, no one would find any connection between Frances Colfax, who had once dazzled audiences with her portrayals of Juliet, Desdemona, and her personal favorite, Lady Macbeth, and Mrs. Dunn, a helpless widow.


    Helpless, hah! If it hadn’t been for that schoolmarm, Frances would have stopped the lieutenant’s sharpshooting, knocking that Colt out of his hand before he had a chance to aim. But the schoolmarm was stronger than she’d appeared, and she’d kept Frances from retrieving her reticule. The chit didn’t know that what Frances wanted from it wasn’t smelling salts but her derringer. Frances wasn’t only one of the finest actresses ever to tread the boards, she was also a crack shot, andunlike the baronshe wouldn’t hesitate to kill a woman. No one stood between FrancesColfax and success.


    Fastening the last button on her riding clothes and preparing to head for the ranch, she frowned as she pictured the baron’s reaction. Instead of money and jewels, they had a wounded man to deal with. Not good. Not good at all. If his hand was as badly injured as she thought, Schiller would be useless for at least a month. The baron would not be happy.
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    “Your stagecoach was robbed? Oh, Abigail, how dreadful!” Blood drained from Charlotte Crowley’s face, and she looked as if she were about to swoon. For the life of him, Ethan didn’t understand why women trussed themselves up so tight that they could hardly breathe. Look at the way Mrs. Fitzgerald had fainted at the first sign of danger. Even the widow had sought her smelling salts. And now Jeffrey’s wife appeared faint.


    Only Abigail seemed immune to the swooning disease. She might be impulsive, but at least she didn’t swoon, even when she was terrified. Ethan had seen the signsthe wide eyes, the rapid breathing, the pale facebut he’d also seen her control her fear. Thanks to her actions, his job had been easier. Abigail was a sensible woman.


    “Why didn’t you say something earlier?” Charlotte demanded, her eyes filling with tears as she looked at her sister.


    Though there was a distinct resemblance between the two women, Abigail’s eyes seemed to change their hue with her moods, while no one would question the color of Charlotte’s eyes. They were brown, almost as dark brown as her hair. Her features were as patrician as Abigail’s, and some might claim she was the more beautiful of the two. Ethan would not have been one of them. While he would not deny her beauty, Charlotte Crowley had always struck him as a cold woman. Cold, however, was not an adjective he would use to describe her sister.


    “We weren’t robbed. It was an attempted robbery,” Abigail said before Ethan could explain that she had remained silent at his request. Though he had planned to tell Jeffrey privately, as soon as they were seated in the dining room, Jeffrey had asked what had happened, and Ethan found himself giving an abbreviated explanation of what had occurred on the stagecoach.


    Abigail laid a hand on her sister’s arm as if to comfort her. Charlotte might be the elder, but today it appeared that Abigail had assumed that role. “Lieutenant BowlesEthan, that iskept the bandits from doing anything more than threaten us.”


    “But, still, you could have been hurt.” Charlotte shook her head in dismay.


    “I wasn’t. The worst thing that happened was that Mrs. Dunn kept my smelling salts. She was one of the other passengers on the coach,” Abigail added. “The poor woman was so upset she was afraid she might faint.” Ethan’s admiration for Abigail grew. Though he knew she’d been frightened, she was making light of it to keep her sisterfrom worrying.


    Jeffrey sawed at his roast, though the meat was tender enough to be cut with a fork. “So, what happened?” He addressed his question to Ethan.


    “Abigail’s story is accurate. Two road agents, at least one a deserter, threatened the driver. It was clear they were going to shoot him if he didn’t stop the coach, so I shot first.”


    While Charlotte gasped, her husband pursed his lips. “I hope you killed the miscreant.”


    Ethan raised his eyebrow at the vehemence in Jeffrey’s voice. It wasn’t like him to care so passionately about anything other than his wife. Everyone in the garrison knew the man was besotted with Charlotte, but why did he care how Ethan had resolved the robbery attempt?


    “There was no need for killing. With his shooting arm wounded, Schiller won’t be robbing coaches anytime soon.”


    “Schiller?” Jeffrey sputtered the name. “You recognized the men?”


    “Only one. Even with a bandanna covering half his face, there was no mistaking Schiller’s accent. At one point, he got close enough that I could see his green eyes, so I know for certain that’s who it was.” Ethan speared a piece of meat. “If I’d been mounted, I would have gone after him. As it was, I made certain he and his partner didn’t threaten this coach any longer.”


    Abigail, who’d been silent, laid down her fork. “What did the bandits hope to get? Mrs. Dunn and I had no valuables, and I wouldn’t have thought that even Mrs. Fitzgerald’s jewelry was worth facing a hangman’s noose.”


    It was a valid question. Ethan accepted the bread Charlotte offered him and began to butter it. “The dime novels make it appear that stagecoach robberies are an almost daily occurrence out here. That used to be true, especially when gold was being transferred from Deadwood to Cheyenne. But then the stage companies developed an armor-plated coach that some call the Monitor.”


    The sparkle in her eyes told Ethan Abigail recognized the reference. “Like the ship from the Civil War.”


    “Exactly. That and the presence of armed guards effectively halted theft of the gold shipments. Now road agents hope to find wealthy passengers.”


    Abigail nodded slowly. “The Fitzgeralds seemed to have money, but I still wonder if it would have been enough.”


    “They probably assumed the coach would be full. It usually is. Most days the inside seats are all taken, and there are at least a couple men on top, but even if the bandits had known how few people were on board, deserters can be mighty desperate and mighty foolish. In my book, you’d have to be both to leave the Army like that.” Only cowards ran away.


    “Do many men desert?” The expression on Abigail’s face said this was more than idle curiosity. Perhaps her schoolteacher roots were showing, and she was gathering information for a class.


    “All too many. The rate has been up to 30 percent. Isn’t that right, Jeffrey?”


    His fellow officer nodded.


    Abigail let out a small gasp. “Almost a third of the men? That’s terrible. Why do they leave?”


    Trying not to frown as he thought of the men who’d simply disappeared, Ethan admitted that he wasn’t certain. “Some claim they’re bored with Army life, others that they’re discouraged by the low pay, but those don’t seem like good reasons to abandon your sense of honor. And if you’re going to ask why they targeted this particular coach rather than any other, I don’t know that either.”


    Jeffrey pointed his fork at Ethan. “Did you ever consider that they were looking for you?” The man had to be joking.


    “Me? What would anyone hope to get from a first lieutenant? Everyone knows about Army pay.”


    “Don’t forget that Schiller was a private. Compared to him, you’re wealthy. But there’s another possibility. Perhaps they were planning to hold you for ransom. After all, your grandfather is as rich as Croesus.”


    If there was one subject Ethan did not want to discuss, it was Curtis Wilson, the nemesis of his childhood. Unfortunately, once Jeffrey got started, he was like a terrier with a bone. If Ethan said nothing, Jeffrey would continue asking questions until he received a response. “My grandfather may be wealthy,” Ethan said, choosing his words carefully, “but I assure you that he would not spend one silver dollar to ransom me.”


    And that was fine with Ethan. When he had left Curtis Wilson’s house, he had sworn he would never again be beholden to him.
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    “Jeffrey won’t be back until late,” Charlotte said an hour later after the men had left and Charlotte and Abigail had retired to the parlor, leaving Mrs. Channing to wash the dishes. It had been a delicious meal, and yet Abigail could not ignore the undercurrents. Though Jeffrey had said nothing more, she sensed his disapproval of Ethan’s actions and his conviction that the bandit should have been killed. He was wrong. Human life was precious. That was why God had commanded his people not to kill.


    Though Papa had tried to comfort her the day she’d found Luke, explaining that it had been an accident and that Luke was at peace now, Abigail had been unable to forget the horror of sudden death. Killing was wrong. How could Jeffrey claim otherwise? Ethan had done what had to be done. He had stopped the outlaws from killing the driver, and he’d done it without taking another’s life. That was heroic. No matter what Jeffrey thought, Ethan had done the right thing.


    Abigail looked at her sister, who sat on the chair opposite her, her feet propped on an exquisite needlepoint stool. If she was bothered by Ethan’s actions, it wasn’t obvious.


    “Jeffrey and the other officers spend most evenings at their club.” Charlotte continued her explanation. The sparkle that had lit her eyes when Jeffrey was present faded.


    “That must be lonely for you.” Perhaps that was the reason her sister’s letters had sounded so unhappy. Even if other men deserted their wives each evening, Charlotte and Jeffrey had been married little more than a year. Surely they still craved each other’s company. When Charlotte did not respond, Abigail hesitated. She was hardly an expert on marriage, and yet she could not ignore her sister’s distress.


    “Something’s wrong,” Abigail said slowly. “You can deny it all you want, but I can see that you’re ill. Is it your lungs again?” Even when he’d declared Charlotte cured of pneumonia, the physician had cautioned that her lungs would remain weak and that she must take precautions to avoid overtaxing them.


    “I’m not ill.” Charlotte shifted so that she was no longer facing Abigail and stared out the window for a long moment. At last, seemingly reluctantly, she turned back and met Abigail’s gaze. “I’m not ill. I’m enceinte.”


    Her sister was going to have a child!


    “Oh, Charlotte.” Abigail rose to draw her into her arms. “That’s wonderful news. You’re going to be a mother, and Elizabeth and I will be aunts. But you’d best be forewarned. I have every intention of spoiling that baby of yours.”


    Though Abigail smiled, her sister’s expression remained somber, and she stood stiffly, as if merely tolerating Abigail’s hug. “It would be wonderful news if I felt better. Look at me.” Charlotte gestured toward her midsection. “The baby’s due in late October, but I can still wear my normal clothes. I’ve been so sick that I haven’t gained the weight I should have.”


    Her eyes filled with tears. “Oh, Abigail, I’m afraid I’m going to lose this baby, and I don’t know what I’ll do then.” Before Abigail could murmur comforting words, Charlotte continued, “Jeffrey wants a son so badly. Sometimes I think that’s the only reason he married me.”
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    The rain had stopped. Abigail gave a silent prayer of thanks as she raised the shade to look outside. Though fatigue had overcome her by the time she climbed the stairs to Charlotte’s spare room, the expected deep sleep had eluded her. Instead, she had lain awake, trying to reconcile her sister’s fears that Jeffrey did not love her with the memory of their wedding. While the day had been gloomy and a light drizzle had begun to fall as Charlotte and Jeffrey emerged from the chapel at West Point, Jeffrey had been the picture of a happy groom, so smitten with his bride that he did not notice the less than perfect weather, and Charlotte’s smile had been radiant.


    “I’ve found the perfect man,” she’d whispered to Abigail later that day, causing Jeffrey, who had somehow overheard, to laugh.


    “You’re wrong, Charlotte,” he’d said. “I’m far from perfect, but you’re the answer to all my dreams. You’ve made me the happiest man alive.”


    Surely love like that did not fade. Surely Jeffrey did not love Charlotte only because she would bear his children. But Charlotte didn’t seem convinced. The instant she’d pronounced the disturbing words, she had clapped her hand over her mouth. “I didn’t mean that,” she had said, tears welling in her eyes. Though her lips formed the words, her eyes told a different story. Charlotte still harbored fears, and that worried Abigail as much as her sister’s letters had.


    There had to be something she could do to help her, and yet though she tossed so much that she tangled the sheets, Abigail had been unable to find a solution. When she’d finally slept, her dreams had been troubled, and she had wakened twice, startled by the rumbling of thunder and the sound of rain beating on the roof. Although Vermont had its share of thunderstorms, none had been as fierce as last night’s storm. It seemed that everything in this territory was bigger and wilder than at home. Was that part of the reason for Charlotte’s worries? Marriage and impending motherhood required adjustments. So, too, would living in environs like these. Perhaps the combination was more than Charlotte could bear.


    There had to be a way to help. Show me, Lord, Abigail prayed. Show me the way.
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    “So, tell me about her. Is she as pretty as they say?”


    Ethan frowned as he stared into the mirror. Living with the other bachelor officers had convinced him that one of the few advantages of being married was the greater privacy it afforded. No one would burst into Jeffrey’s house to ask about Abigail, but here a man couldn’t even shave in peace. The sight of Oliver Seton’s face reflected next to his own was proof of that. He could, he supposed, feign ignorance, pretending he didn’t know who the “she” was who had captured his best friend’s fancy, but that would accomplish little. Where women were concerned, Oliver was as difficult to discourage as a hungry badger at a prairie dog burrow.


    Taller than Ethan by a couple inches, Oliver befuddled the cooks. Though he ate twice as much as the others, he remained the thinnest man on the post, and it was not uncommon to see the tall man with the light brown hair trying to wheedle another loaf of bread from the bakers. To Ethan’s amusement, the second lieutenant who’d been transferred to Fort Laramie along with Ethan frequently applied the same enterprising skills to the pursuit of women.


    “Miss Harding is quite attractive,” Ethan admitted as he brushed shaving lather onto his cheeks. The truth was, Abigail was beautiful, though he wouldn’t tell Oliver that. The man needed no encouragement. Even if she were as homely as a mule, Oliver would soon be chasing after her. “She looks a bit like her sister, but ...” Ethan searched for a word to describe the differences. “Softer,” he said at last.


    Oliver leaned his lanky frame against the door frame and grinned. “That’s the best news I’ve heard all year. I know a man shouldn’t be fussy, but some of those laundresses are downright dog-faced.”


    “So long as they get the sheets clean, why do you care?” It was a rhetorical question. Oliver, like many of the single men on the post, sought the company of any unattached female, ignoring even a total lack of pulchritude. And, when he wasn’t pursuing an eligible woman at the fort, Oliver spent his evenings with the soiled doves at Peg’s.


    “I don’t understand you, Ethan. Haven’t you read your Bible? Man is not meant to live alone. That’s why God made Eve.”


    “And why Noah took the animals two-by-two.” Ethan paused as he ran the razor down one cheek. He had no intention of shedding blood just because Oliver Seton chose to dispute Ethan’s lack of interest in the fort’s single women. “You’ve already given me that sermon.”


    “Maybe so, but I still don’t understand why you’re not concerned about finding a wife. Life would be a lot less lonely with one.” And, as odd as it might seem to some, loneliness was a definite factor, even on a post with hundreds of men.


    “Not every man is cut out for marriage,” Ethan said as mildly as he could. He’d spent more than half his life listening to his grandfather expound on the reasons for marriage, insisting that when Ethan wed it would be to solidify an important business relationship, something that could help expand the railroad or bring it new customers. When Ethan had turned twelve, Grandfather had announced that he had selected four girls, any one of whom would make Ethan a fine wife once he was old enough to marry. He’d further admonished Ethan to be particularly courteous to those girls’ fathers when they visited, for they were valued suppliers. Ethan had heard enough to know that that was not for him. He wouldn’t marry for business reasons any more than he’d consider sharing the rest of his life with a woman who was more interested in his uniform than in the man inside. He’d met enough of those to last him a lifetime when he’d been at West Point. There was, however, no reason to tell Oliver that. Ethan ought to simply order him to leave, but despite Oliver’s annoying tendency to harangue him on the subject of marriage, the man was normally good company.


    “I suppose I ought to be grateful.” Oliver tapped the end of his unusually long nose. “If you’re not sparking her, perhaps Miss Harding will take pity on me, even with this nose.”


    “Perhaps.” There was no reason why the thought should rankle, and yet it did.
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    “Morning, Bowles.”


    Ethan turned, hoping the day would improve, if only briefly. Even before he’d finished shaving, he’d received a summons to the captain’s office. Though he wanted to ask permission to search for the deserters, the fact that he’d been summoned was not good news. He’d finished his ablutions in record time and was on his way to learn what his superior officer had in store for him when Jeffrey joined him. Perhaps Jeffrey knew something he did not, something that would explain the huge grin on his face.


    “You seem happy,” Ethan told his colleague, “and I don’t imagine it’s over the prospect of drilling soldiers in the mud.” The previous night’s rain had turned the parade ground into a soggy mess.


    “Nope,” Jeffrey agreed, “I hate that as much as the next man.” He glanced down at his freshly polished boots, his grimace saying he knew what they’d look like in a couple hours. When he faced Ethan again, his smile restored, he said, “Before you ask, my good mood has nothing to do with that pickle-faced sister-in-law of mine. I still don’t like the fact that she’s invaded my home. Life was fine with just Charlotte and me.”


    Though he kept walking, recognizing the folly of keeping the captain waiting, Ethan couldn’t help reacting to Jeffrey’s terminology. Pickle-faced? What could Abigail have said or done to deserve that description? Though he considered her trip impulsive, it seemed a pity that Abigail had come all this way for such a grudging welcome.


    “On second thought,” Jeffrey continued, “maybe Abigail is part of the cause. With her here, Charlotte and I figured it would be difficult to keep our news a secret, so we’re telling folksand you’re the first to hear.”


    “I’m honored. Now, tell me, what’s the big announcement?” Although Ethan had strong suspicions, he knew Jeffrey would not appreciate speculation. He wanted fanfare or at least exuberant congratulations.


    Jeffrey’s somewhat homely face glowed as he pronounced the words Ethan had expected. “I’m going to be a father. Isn’t that grand?”


    “It is indeed.” Ethan clapped his friend on the back. “Congratulations, old man.”


    “This is what every man wants, isn’t ita son?”


    Ethan nodded, knowing it was the expected reaction. He wouldn’t point out that the child might be a daughter, any more than he’d say that a man didn’t always get what he wanted.


    “Now all I need is my captaincy. The extra pay sure would be handy.” Jeffrey frowned. “I tell you, Bowles, one thing I don’t like about the Regular Army is how slow promotions are. It wasn’t like that when my grandfather served. I feel like a ghoul, waiting for some captain to die so I can have his rank. Awful, isn’t it?” He frowned again. “You’re lucky. I wish I had a grandfather like yours to pull wires for me. Who knows? Maybe he’ll get you transferred somewhere good.”


    “You don’t know my grandfather if you think he’d do that. He hates the fact that I’m in the Army.” As he mounted the steps to the captain’s office, Ethan didn’t bother to hide the anger that often accompanied thoughts of Grandfather. “I joined the Army despite him.” More precisely, because following in his father’s footsteps was the best way Ethan knew to spite his grandfather.
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    “Attention!” The company lined up in front of him thrust their shoulders back, their heads up. Ethan’s gaze moved down the row, noting that, despite the constant grousing over ill-fitting uniforms of dubious quality, most of the men would pass even a West Point inspection. Unfortunately, that was not the reason he’d summoned the men. An inspection would have been far easier than today’s duty. Though Ethan had hoped to be leading a search party for Johann Schiller and his accomplice, the captain had informed him that Lieutenant Montgomery would be doing that, while Ethan dealt with another problem. The captain’s idea of priorities didn’t mesh with Ethan’s, but an order was an order.


    “We’ve got ourselves a problem, men.” As if on cue, a pack of snarling dogs bounded toward them, teeth bared, tails announcing that each member of the pack wanted to be the top dog. “Captain Westland is displeased with the number of unleashed canines at the fort. Each and every one of them must be captured.” Although how that would occur, Ethan could only guess. There were at least a hundred dogs, and when they sensed that they were being hunted, they could be as wily as coyotes.


    “If they’re registered,” he continued, “you will return them to their owners and inform said owners that it’s time to register again. Furthermore, you will advise said owners that once their canines are registered, the dogs must be kept under control, either restrained by a leash or kept in a fenced area. Beginning tomorrow, any canines found running loose will be killed.”


    A corporal requested permission to speak. “What happens to the unregistered dogs, sir?”


    “Either you find someone who wants to register them and pay the tax, or...” Ethan gestured toward the river. “They meet their fate. Understood?”


    “Ve haf to bathe the dogs?” a private asked.


    “No!” Ethan glared at the men whose faces broke into grins at the absurd question. “No baths. You will drown them.”


    “Down?”


    Swallowing his annoyance, Ethan tried not to be dismayed by the realization that the soldier wasn’t attempting to be amusing. He simply didn’t understand.


    “Hold them down in the river until they drown.”


    The way the soldier shook his head told Ethan it wasn’t because he disagreed with the dogs’ fate but because he still didn’t comprehend the command.


    “Begging your pardon, sir.” Corporal Keller stepped out of formation. “Request permission to translate.” Though his accent was heavy, he always understood Ethan.


    “Permission granted.” What a sorry state the Army had come to, when enlisted men needed an interpreter. They were amateurs, rank amateurs, like Schiller and the other deserter. The would-be bandits hadn’t realized that their chances of success would have been far greater if they’d approached the stagecoach from opposite sides. Amateurs!


    The corporal spoke rapidly, and as he did, Ethan saw comprehension dawning in several of the men’s eyes.


    “Good work, Corporal Keller.” Maybe now Ethan’s day would improve.
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    It was good that Fort Laramie had boardwalks. Thanks to the rain, the road that circled the parade ground was muddy and dotted with puddles, and the parade ground itself appeared soggy. Abigail would have taken Charlotte’s advice to wait until the sun had had a chance to dry the mud if the only item she had sought was a replacement for her smelling salts. But witnessing her sister’s continuing morning sickness had made her determined to waste no time trying to relieve it.


    Elizabeth had advised both peppermint and ginger teas when Abigail had suffered an upset stomach, and they’d been as therapeutic as her sister had claimed. Surely the post traderthe sutler, to use the term Charlotte had told her was more commonwould have mint, even if he didn’t carry ginger. That was the reason Abigail was headed for the one-story stone building at the northwest end of the parade ground.


    The sun was bright, the sky that faultless blue that seemed characteristic of Wyoming in the summer. Even the wind had subsided, leaving a day that promised to be beautiful, assuming, of course, that one found anything about Wyoming beautiful. Abigail doubted that the soldiers marching in the center of the parade ground had any reason to rejoice as mud spattered their pant legs and clung to their boots. And then there were the other men who raced after a pack of dogs, twirling ropes as if they planned to lasso the unfortunate animals.


    “Kommen sie hier!” a man shouted. Abigail laughed as the dogs refused to come. “Kommen sie hier,” the soldier repeated. Didn’t he realize that the dogs had no intention of obeying, even if they could understand German? The only sign that they heard the command was that two turned their heads, perhaps judging their pursuers’ distance, before they yipped and shouldered their way into the center of the pack.


    Where had they come from? It was true that she’d seen a number of dogs yesterday and had heard some howling last night, but Abigail hadn’t realized there were so many. The pack she’d been watching raced by, yelping and snarling at the soldiers who were attempting to catch them. Though close to twenty dogs had run past her, that was only one group. On the other side of the houses, she heard another pack, and the barks at the far end of the parade ground told her that still more were circling the bakery. Abigail stared into the distance, trying to gauge the total number.


    Wham! She collided with a large object. There was no mistaking the uniform or the firmness of the body beneath it. Thanks to her inattention, she had run into a soldier. Abigail raised her eyes and felt blood rush to her face at the realization that the man she had hit was Lieutenant Bowles. Ethan. How embarrassing.


    “I’m sorry.” It must have been the impact that was making her breathless. Surely it wasn’t the amusement she saw in those deep blue eyes. Surely it wasn’t the fact that she was close to a man, close enough to smell soap and something else, something she couldn’t identify. If she was going to be breathless about a man, surely it should have been Woodrow who caused her heart to pound and her breath to catch. But Abigail had never felt like this around Woodrow.


    “I’m sorry.” She repeated the apology in a desperate attempt to regain her sense of normalcy. “I’m afraid I wasn’t watching where I was going.”


    Ethan’s lips curved. “Neither, it would appear, was I. I’m the one who must beg your pardon.”


    As she took a step backward, hoping the distance would slow the racing of her heart, Abigail gestured toward the men chasing dogs. “What’s happening? I’ve never seen so many dogs.”


    “Neither had Captain Westland. Three of them jumped on him this morning.”


    “With muddy paws.” Abigail tried not to smile at the picture her words conjured.


    “Exactly. He was exceedingly displeased.”


    “And so he ordered them corralled?” That would explain the soldiers’ lassos.


    Ethan nodded. “That’s part of it. The dogs have become such a nuisance that the last commanding officer increased the tax on them. Some owners believed the amount exorbitant and chose not to register their dogs, so they let them run wild.”


    “And now you have even more.” Though most of the animals she’d seen were adults, five black and tan puppies had trailed behind the last pack and had apparently just discovered the delight of chasing their own tails. Abigail watched, amused that the runt of the litter, whose tail was longer than his siblings’, was the only one to catch it. One sharp nip convinced him of the folly of that particular game, and he wandered off to nurse his aching tail.


    “Precisely. This morning’s decree was that any dogs that are not registered must be gotten rid of.”


    “You mean...?” Abigail bit her lip, not wanting to think of the fate awaiting the unfortunate animals.


    Ethan nodded again. “They’ll be drowned in the river.”


    “Even the puppies?” Tiring of chasing their own tails, two of the larger ones had begun to chase their smaller littermates. As they ran, their ears flapped and their oversized paws spattered mud.


    “Puppies are not puppies forever.” Ethan’s voice held a hint of mirth. “They may be cute now, but soon they turn into a nuisance.”


    “With muddy paws.” As his littermates scampered away, the smallest one, realizing he’d been abandoned, tried to catch up with them. But his legs were too short, and all he managed to do was stumble into a puddle, turning his once tan chest and legs brown. Abigail smiled as the puppy, apparently enjoying the sensation of muddy water on his legs, flopped onto his back and began to roll in the mud.


    “Muddy paws?” Ethan chuckled. “This one looks like he has muddy everything.”


    The pup rose and shook his fur, sending droplets of mud toward Abigail before he plopped down in front of her and looked up with the biggest brown eyes she’d ever seen on a dog. Right now those eyes were beseeching Abigail, tugging at her heart. “Oh, Ethan, he’s so cute. You can’t drown him.”


    “What do you propose?”


    As she started to shrug, a memory surfaced. It had been the Christmas Charlotte was eight and Abigail six. Though Abigail had made many wishes, Charlotte had longed for only one gift: a puppy. At night when they were supposed to be fast asleep, Charlotte had confided that she was certain their parents would grant her wish. But when Christmas morning arrived, though their stockings had been stuffed with fruits and nuts, there had been no dog. “A puppy is too much trouble,” Papa had explained. Only Abigail knew the number of tears Charlotte had shed and how deeply hurt she had been five Christmases later when Elizabeth had begged for and received a dog.


    There was no undoing that, but maybejust maybethis woebegone puppy could fill an empty spot in Charlotte’s life. Abigail bent down and gathered the muddy creature into her arms. “I know the perfect home for him.” He was wet and squirmy and smelled worse than almost anything Abigail could recall, and yet she smiled as the puppy attempted to lick her face.


    “Don’t laugh, Ethan, but he’s going to be a very belated Christmas gift. My sister needs this little ball of fur.”
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