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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   The train horn tooted in the distance, sending a jolt of excitement and fear through Adelaide Baker. She couldn’t help but scan the platform to make sure she had escaped. If Horst Chatgonwitz caught her at the train station…well, she wasn’t sure what his actions would be. “Tell me this is the right thing to do. Please, Mary. Tell me I haven’t lost my mind.”
 
   Her dearest friend clutched her hand tight. “I don’t know if it’s the right thing to do, but it’s the only choice you have if you wish to escape that horrible man.”
 
   “I know.” Adelaide watched the dark train chug around a bend in the track, slowing as it pulled into the Boston train station. The horn sounded once more, piercing her eardrums. Men bustled about, tugging large steamer trunks behind them. Women fanned themselves for relief from the unseasonably warm September weather. She released Mary’s hand and dabbed a cloth to her forehead and chin to rid it of moisture.
 
   She’d seen many friends off at the station to meet husbands in faraway places, but today it was her turn. Relief and excitement mixed with an equal amount of nervousness. What if her new husband didn’t accept her? Would she have to return to the match her stepfather had made for her? She knew Horst would forever torture her for the unseemly scars on her neck.
 
   Mary smacked Adelaide’s hand away from where she fingered the scar along her hairline on her neck. “Stop that. I promise you can’t even tell with your hair down.”
 
   Adelaide sighed. “I can’t help it. I feel like I should have a bandage over the scars, or wear a black veil. What if he turns me away? He doesn’t know about my deformity. That I’m damaged.”
 
   Mary tugged on her hand until Adelaide met her eyes. “You’re beautiful. Don't ever let someone tell you otherwise. You may not see it but every man turns their head when you pass. Besides, your hair is long and dark enough to cover the burn. But even if it didn't… Adelaide, you saved my life in that fire. If you hadn’t pulled me out of the factory… I’m so sorry. If you'd just left me—”
 
   “No, it wasn’t your fault.” As much as it broke her heart, Adelaide knew she had to leave Mary behind. Otherwise her friend would forever feel guilty. She deserved a life of her own with her husband and future children. “I will miss you dearly. Perhaps I could remain another few days.”
 
   “You can’t. You had a hard enough time avoiding Mr. Chargonowitz the last few days as it was. You know he ratted to your stepfather about your burns. The louse probably used it as a bargaining chip for a higher dowry. You’ll never escape your stepfather once he’s in Boston. He'll demand payment for your agreement to accept Mr. Chargonowitz as your fiancé in exchange for working in Boston. If you break your promise…” Mary shivered despite the stale, warm air on the platform. “This is your chance, Mr. Chargonowitz is distracted with your stepfather’s arrival, and after weeks of tending your wounds, the doctors have finally released you. You need to get as far from here as possible. We both know he’ll be a strong-handed husband, too strong-handed for any woman.” Mary smiled. “The missive said your new husband is gentle and of a good disposition. I’m sure he’s handsome, too, and strong. He'll make you wonderfully happy for the rest of your days.”
 
   Adelaide smiled at her friend’s optimism. “Perhaps, but still, it’s hard to leave you. You’re my dearest friend.”
 
   Mary cleared her throat. “And you’re mine, which is why you need to leave. You think I can watch you endure a marriage to that man? Mr. Chargonowitz already hit you once for a mere blemish on your face. Do you not realize what he will do if he sees…?” Mary caved to her grief once more. The woman cried more than Adelaide’s mother ever had, which didn’t seem possible. At least Mary cried for someone else’s grief, instead of her own. Adelaide needed to ease Mary’s guilt.
 
   “Listen, I’ll be fine. It’s time for my next adventure. This isn’t new to me. I left home to work at the factory despite my stepfather’s demands that I remain a respectable girl in Maryland. I would still be working, averting my wedding from Mr. Chargonowitz if it hadn’t been for the fire. Sometimes I even wonder if Horst could’ve had someone start it, but I remind myself he is a gentleman of society with wealth and power, why would he care to waste his time on me? He’ll be relieved when I’m no longer his betrothed.”
 
   She glanced around the crowded platform. People disembarked the train while others stood waiting to board. With no sign of Horst, her shoulders relaxed slightly. “I know this is the right decision. It’ll work out fine. The agency in Montana swears the men are of good moral character, and if for some reason things go south, there are other girls there. I can just find a job and live quietly, spending my days painting. You know I’ve never cared much for money and political power, so going to Montana feels right for me.” Adelaide smiled. “I will enjoy painting the landscapes there.”
 
   “I bet. You better send some to me once in a while. I love your paintings. I’d submit them to the galleries in town if only you’d let me.”
 
   “No, no one would want to buy my paintings. I only wish to live in peace. In that regard I’m more of my father’s child than my mother’s. A simple life with simple means, that’s all I ever wanted.” Adelaide sighed. “I miss him greatly, but I’m happy my mother has found joy with another man, and she’s well cared for by my stepfather. I only wish she wouldn’t be cross with me for fleeing my engagement. No matter how much I pleaded, she wouldn’t hear of going against my stepfather’s choice. She’s not going to take my deception and disobedience well. My stepfather won't either. He’ll never allow me to return to Maryland to see my mother again.” Her heart felt heavy, and she knew it would only get worse the further away the train carried her.
 
   Mary pulled her into a hug just as the conductor yelled, “All aboard!” All along the platform people clung to their loved ones to say their goodbyes before boarding the train bound for the west.
 
   “Why, oh why didn’t I do the mail order bride instead of marrying Samuel here in Boston?” Mary cried as she wrapped her arms around Adelaide’s neck.
 
   Adelaide dropped her bag to return the hug then took a step back, holding Mary at arm’s length. “Because you love him. You’re a lucky girl. It’s every woman’s dream to have a man who adores them as much as Samuel adores you." She gave her dear friend one last squeeze. "I promise we will see each other again some day. I’ll write you often, okay? This is not goodbye.
 
   Mary nodded, tears streaming down her face. Her loving eyes pleaded with Adelaide to stay, but her body remained rigid as though she was rooted to the spot.
 
   Samuel stepped out from the ticket office, his eyes fixed on Mary. The man thought of nothing, save Mary and her needs. The look on his face spoke of his concern for his wife’s tears, but there wasn't anything either of them could do to ease her pain. He picked up Adelaide's suitcase. “I’ll help you with that.”
 
   “Thank you, and thank you for allowing me to stay with you before I left. I hope it doesn’t cause you any trouble once I’m gone.”
 
   “Don’t worry about that, ma’am. You saved my Mary’s life. I will forever offer my assistance whenever needed.” He handed her bag to the attendant and took Mary in his arms. “I promise to take good care of Mary. Once you’re settled, perhaps we will find a way to travel out to visit you.”
 
   Adelaide knew that would be impossible. Samuel could never afford the cost of a ticket, let alone two. Not to mention his job on the docks didn’t allow him time away. And now that Mary was with child, she was in no condition to be traveling. Still, she smiled at his offer. “I look forward to it.”
 
   Mary launched into her arms once more, knocking her into a man behind her. He grunted and looked down his nose at them, the way Horst always did to everyone around him. She kissed Mary’s cheek then Samuel’s before taking the attendant’s hand and boarding the train, leaving her friend behind forever.
 
   Her future was waiting for her, somewhere near Glendive, Montana, in the form of a rancher who promised not to beat her when she made him cross.
 
   She settled into her seat and waved through the window to Mary and Samuel still standing on the platform. As the train pulled away, she opened her purse and pulled the small paper out to read it once more.
 
   A bachelor of 26, good appearance at over six feet and 180 pounds. Soft-handed and kind-hearted, yet possesses great strength and is of high moral character. Seeks wife of amenable appearance with a sweet disposition, yet possesses strength enough to embrace the adventure of living on a homestead.
 
   She formed an image in her head of a man six inches taller than her, broad-shouldered with tanned skin from hours of hard labor in the sun. A stark contrast to the stout, balding man with a short temper she was leaving behind in Boston. Yet, the appearance of her husband-to-be mattered little. Just so long as he was as gentle as the advertisement promised. A soft-handed and kind-hearted man like her father.
 
   She used to believe all men were that way. Even after living under the stern rule of her stepfather, she still thought men were gentle. But that all changed when he announced his plan to marry her to a German man in Boston. Not to mention he cut off all financial support when she began working in the factory. He wished to control her every decision, to force her into submission, but she wouldn’t. She would rather take a chance out west. Perhaps her husband would even allow her to paint, unlike her stepfather who felt it was a waste of time for a young woman to pursue such things. He insisted she learn proper household skills and attend social events.
 
   Dare she hope for a man who enjoyed spending quiet evenings by the fire instead of entertaining every night for political and societal gain? A man who craved a simpler life, just as she did?
 
   The train chugged down the tracks, faster and faster, leaving all she'd known behind. She remained frozen in her seat for several hours, half-expecting Horst to walk through the car's door and take her back to Boston. A few hours more and her heart finally settled. She’d successfully executed her escape.
 
   She watched fields and forests go by for the rest of the day in almost a sleepy state of dreaming. What would her new home be like?
 
   After changing trains in Chicago, she began to feel a large ball knot in her stomach, one of fear and doubt. She clutched the paper to her chest and prayed as the days rumbled by. Prayed the man at the end of the line was not a worse monster than the one she’d left behind in Boston.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   John Rivers stacked the final crate into the supply wagon and scanned the storefronts to make sure he hadn’t forgotten anything. A team of horses trotted past pulling a full wagon. Women at the saloon down the street paraded around to piano music on the front porch. His gut twisted with the image of his sister in the same alluring clothes and seductive movements. Had it really been five years since she died?
 
   “Hey, Billy. Your wife almost done in the mercantile? I’d like to get back to the homestead in time to repair the front gate. With all the barbed wire being installed along Salter’s border, I don’t want to take a chance of our cattle wandering into it.”
 
   Billy Morgan nodded. “Understood. But I’m afraid that’ll have to wait a bit.” He removed his hat and wiped his brow with that you’re-not-gonna-like-what-I’m-gonna-say look on his face.
 
   “Spill it.” John crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the back of the wagon, the hard wood creaking beneath his weight. “It’s Salter, isn’t it? What’s he done now?”
 
   “No. It’s not that.” Billy kicked the wagon wheel, knocking dust and dirt from his boot. “Best you sit down for a bit and let me explain.”
 
   John pushed from the wagon, ignoring the women outside the saloon winking at him. “What are you carrying on about? I’m starting to think you’re up to something. Something no good.”
 
   “Oh, he isn’t the only one up to something. I had a part in this plan as well.” Stella Morgan’s voice startled him from behind.
 
   He tipped his hat and took the parcels from her arms, tucking them between two crates. “I’m afraid I’m not following, ma’am.”
 
   “I told you not to call me ma’am. You’re like a son to me,” Stella chastised.
 
   Billy took his wife’s hand, and they turned to face him like a united front.
 
   “Listen, I don’t know what you two are up to, but I don’t have time for any of your mess. I need to get back to the homestead.”
 
   Billy shook his head, his oversized hat twisting a little with the movement. “Afraid you need to be staying here to wait for the train.”
 
   “The train? Are we expecting company? Please tell me you didn’t invite another family member here to meet me. We’ve been through this before. I’ll marry when I’m good and ready and not a day before. I don’t need any damn meddling no more, either. Pardon me, ma’am.” He tipped his hat once more out of habit.
 
   Stella huffed. “The damn you’ll ever marry without some meddlin’. Now, listen up and keep an open mind. There’s a woman arriving on that train and she's coming to marry you. The matchmaker in town helped us post a missive in the Grooms Gazette back east about you and she decided you were both a good fit.”
 
   “She’s mighty pretty from what I understand," Billy chimed in. "Has all her teeth, five foot six inches tall, come from a good family, never been married, and is twenty-one years old.”
 
   “Of all the addle-headed…” John sighed. “I don’t care if she’s the most beautiful woman in the world. You had no right. What woman would travel out here to marry a man she'd never even met before?”
 
   “Lots a women. There aren’t enough men in the east, so they’re marryin’ the men here. The service's been running ’while now. Lots a men in this area got their wives from it.” Billy tipped his chin high, his missing tooth showing as he grinned. The same grin he reserved for when he’d done something he was proud of, like wrangling with the mercantile for a good price, or hiring a good man…or ordering a wife.
 
   “Listen, I know you meant well, but I told you that until I’m set I don’t want a wife or kids. I won’t have them suffer the way my family did in Kansas.”
 
   “How much more you need? Homestead’s nice, business is good, and you're one of the richest men in Montana.” Stella placed her hand son her hips and stared him down.
 
   “Look, when I’m ready for a wife, I’ll let you two help me pick her out, ’kay?” That wasn’t gonna happen, but it would at least buy him some time. He'd come up with a better excuse to get Stella and Billy off his case when he didn't have so much else on his mind.
 
   John secured the load to the buckboard and turned his attention to the horses. Daylight was fading and he needed to get that gate repaired before nightfall.
 
   “You can’t just leave her at the station," Billy said. "Least you could do is give her a ticket home after you had her come all the way out her just to reject her. You wouldn’t leave some pretty girl at the station alone, would ya? Leave her with no choice but to take a job at the saloon like your baby sister—”
 
   “That’s low.” John fought the fire growing in his belly, the same burning anger that used to land him in fights or the pokey.
 
   Stella smacked Billy in the back of the head. “You men are as gentle as a cow in a vegetable garden.”
 
   Satisfied with Stella’s reprimand, John climbed onto the wagon's seat. “C’mon, let’s get the girl back on a train home.” After all, it wasn't the girl's fault that his friends had posted a fake missive.
 
   With a disappointed nod, Billy helped Stella hop onto the buckboard then followed. John maneuvered the horses through the crowd of traders, gold miners, and merchants, pulling the team to a halt next to the Glendive Train Depot sign. “Let’s get this done so we can get back to the homestead.”
 
   “Fine, but you’re gonna break the girl’s heart. No skin off our noses,” Billy said.
 
   “What? I’m not the one who brought her here.”
 
   “Actually, you are. You paid her fare.” Stella shrugged then took Billy’s hand to help her down from the wagon.
 
   “You stole from me?” John shook his head. In the years he'd known her, the woman hadn’t misused a penny of his money. Heck, she wouldn’t even take money when she was sick because she said she didn’t do any work.
 
   “Nope. No stealing. It was a business expense.” Stella ran her palms down the front of her dress and tucked a stray tendril of hair into her bonnet.
 
   “How is paying for some strange woman to come here to marry me a business expense?”
 
   “Because a good woman would make you happy, which would make all of your ranch hands happy.” Stella held her head high and headed toward the door of the station.
 
   “What are you trying to say?”
 
   “I’m not trying to say anything. I’m telling you that you’re turning into some old hermit who’s impossible to be around. You’ve been barking at everyone these last few months.”
 
   John sighed. “It’s not ’cause I need a wife. Salter’s been putting up more of that devil wire and threatening to choke my land until I sell to him. Well, it ain’t going to happen.”
 
   Billy nodded toward the street behind John. “Why don't ya tell him that?”
 
   John spotted Salter and his men dismounting and hitching their horses to a post outside the saloon. Piano music, laughter, and singing bled from the innards of the bar. Salter's men bolted through the swinging doors and disappeared beyond sight, but Salter remained outside adjusting his oversized hat. His narrow face and pointed nose, along with the pearled handle of his oversized gun strapped to his side, made him look like some kid dressed up in his daddy’s clothes. But what the man lacked in stature he made up for in ruthlessness.
 
   He strutted toward the train station and tipped his hat. “John, expecting company?”
 
   “You?” John retorted.
 
   “I’m here to fetch my wife. I’ve done made my money, so it’s time to settle down," Salter smirked. "I’d ask if you were here for the same, but I'm guessing you’re too busy trying to figure out how to survive with the new no roaming laws and that fencin’ going up. I mean, how are you going to water your herd with no major water source?” Salter gave him a mocking look. “Oh, did you not figure that out yet? You always were a little slow. Guess that deal with the Texans to use your land will fall through now. Don’t worry. I’ll take care of that for you.”
 
   John fisted his hands. Lord, give me the strength not to throw him on the tracks. “I’m well aware of the current situation, and you needn't worry. I’ll be just fine, no matter how many stunts you pull to put me out of business.”
 
   “Business? You stole my business and claimed it as your own. You only know what I taught you about cattle. Without all my knowledge, you won't survive long.” Salter tucked his thumbs in his belt, his legs spread wide in triumph.
 
   “Say what you want, but you’re not going to run me out of business the way you did the Johnsons. I’m not that easily spooked into selling.”
 
   “I bought their land fair and square. Just as I’m going to buy your land.” The man nudged forward, challenging him, but John stood his ground.
 
   “You two gonna stand there all day with your hackles up like dogs, or are you going to go meet the women?” Stella asked.
 
   Neither answered or moved, both refusing to back down.
 
   “For land’s sake.” Stella shoved the door open and marched to the train platform before either man broke their hard stare.
 
   “C’mon, boss," Billy urged. "Don’t want to be late. Train’s pulling into the station.”
 
   The tooting of the train's horn drew Salter’s attention from their stare down. “Best be going.” He sauntered through the doors and reluctantly, John followed.
 
   His thoughts went to the poor, unsuspecting girl about to get off that train into the arms of the beast in front of him. Salter was known to be rough in business, rough with his animals, and rough with his women. That girl should just stay on that train. For all Salter's wealth and property, no amount of luxury was worth facing a hard life with a hard man.
 
   The train rolled to a stop and John’s gut tightened. He wasn’t sure if it was for the woman he had to send away, or the woman about to be under Salter's thumb.
 
   Stella snatched John's hat off his head. “You best be gentlemanly when you reject the poor girl. I won’t stand for no disrespect.”
 
   John caught the smile tugging at the corners of Billy’s mouth as he pretended to scan the platform. “You know that if any men spoke to me the way your wife does they’d be on their backside, right?”
 
   “Yep,” Billy replied, his eyes transfixed on the train.
 
   “But you know I love Stella like my own mother.”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   The rumble of the train vibrated the platform under his feet, and the smell of the coal mixed with the talc powder Billy's wife put on his neck after shaving him. The hiss of the engine and the doors opening drew everyone a step closer to the passenger cars. A group of men huddled a few feet from Salter, letters pressed in the palm of all their hands. Only an occasional tip of a hat or nod showed any indication the men knew Salter, but they did. All of them did. John knew full well they wanted to be ghosts in the wind so Salter wouldn’t take notice and decide to put them out of business, take away their land, or worse. They didn’t know what the worst was, just that they should avoid it at all cost. But John knew. After working for the beast for five years, John knew all about Salter's crooked business dealings.
 
   The men stood tall, even Salter, as if waiting for their mothers to approve their Sunday best.
 
   “Did I get any letters?” John asked before he'd fully formed the question in his stupid brain.
 
   Smiling slyly, Stella whipped out a small, opened envelope. “She’s well educated for sure. I think her family’s got money or something, but she doesn’t say.”
 
   A twinge of annoyance barked through him at her reading the letter without his permission, but he wouldn’t say nothing. Not when it would give her cause to think he cared, or that he had even an inkling to entertain this insane idea of marrying a complete stranger.
 
   He tugged the note free and read the beautiful script.
 
    
 
   It was a pleasure to receive your invitation and train ticket. I’m looking forward to the next adventure in my life with you. The open land and landscapes will be a pleasure after living in the city for so long. I look forward to long walks, hard work, and intelligent conversation. I’m excited to witness the new ways of the west. I hope you will find me to your liking in appearance, abilities, and attitude.
 
    
 
   I look forward to meeting you at the train station. I’ll be the one with black hair in a black dress.
 
    
 
   Your wife-to-be,
 
   Adelaide 
 
    
 
   He flipped the paper over, but to his disappointment there was nothing else written. “It doesn’t say much about her, does it?”
 
   “Not much to say when you don’t know someone," Stella said. "You know, you don’t have to marry her today, even though the pastor is standing by. You can get to know her first. She's welcome to stay with us while you two get to know each other, or at the boarding house in town. It would be quite respectable.”
 
   He eyed two young women who couldn’t be over sixteen disembark the train. They clung to one another for a few moments as they introduced themselves to the men. In the blink of an eye, they were separated, each taken away by a different man. He could never take a woman he'd just met and lead her to the pastor.
 
   Another woman strutted down the stairs, her weight throwing her off balance. When she introduced herself, Barkley, the farmer from the other end of town shrugged. “Well, at least she has the strength to work with me.”
 
   John shook his head at the thought of the man joining with a woman for life just because she could do hard labor. Is that why his father had chosen his mother? They’d worked themselves into an early grave before he could barely fend for himself. Not the life he’d want for his wife. When he finally chose one, she’d be taken care of, not treated like a pack mule.
 
   The rest of the men greeted their wives, leaving Salter, Mr. Donahue the mercantile owner, and John waiting on the platform. A hint of disappointment in not meeting the woman at the other end of the letter nipped at him. He shook his head and shoved the letter in his pocket. “Guess you were mistaken. No woman for me.”
 
   Stella gripped his elbow before he could escape. “Look.”
 
   John saw a woman step down onto the platform, another in a blue bonnet clinging to her side. The mercantile owner greeted the girl in the bonnet then ushered her away.
 
   “Goodbye, Becca,” the dark haired woman called out before standing alone on the platform. She was stunning, a raven-haired beauty with small features, thin stature, and full lips. Salter greeted her, his hand kneading her shoulder and arm in an overly familiar way. She visibly tensed and tried to step back, but Salter only tightened his grip.
 
   John’s head spun. He looked to Billy then Stella and finally to God. What the hell was he going to do? How could he sentence the girl to a life with Salter?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   “I’m thinking you must be mine,” a tall man with small eyes said. His words slithered along Adelaide’s skin like the rattlers she’d read about before heading west. Something told her his words were just as poisonous. An oversized hat swayed on his head with each movement and his shoulders looked harsh beneath the fabric of his immaculate shirt.
 
   She tried to pull free. This couldn’t be the man she'd traveled all the way west to marry. Life couldn’t be that cruel.
 
   He tightened his grip. “I believe you’re here to be my wife. I’m the last man here.”
 
   “No, you’re not.” A deep voice with a hint of anger drew the man’s attention long enough for her to slip her arm free.
 
   The man in the oversized hat snarled, the look on his face the same one she imagine Billy the Kid had before he shot someone. “Thought you weren’t here for no woman.”
 
   Adelaide's hand flew to her thundering chest and she stepped away. She scanned the platform for Becca, the girl she’d befriended on the long train ride, but she was nowhere in sight. She’d never felt so alone in her life.
 
   A tall, broad-shouldered, tan, and handsome man inserted himself between the man with the oversized hat and herself. “Before you go carting a girl off to your home, I think you should show proof. What’s your woman’s name? What does she look like?”
 
   “She looks like that beauty standing behind you. Dark hair, brown eyes, thin, and pretty.”
 
   An older woman with a man at her side joined them. “Hello, dear. I’m so sorry for this confusion. You’re here to be married, correct?”
 
   Adelaide couldn’t find the words, so she nodded.
 
   “Do you have anything to indicate who you’re to marry?”
 
   “As I said, she’s here to marry me.” The man in the oversized hat reached for her, but the broad-shouldered man shoved him back. The intensity on both their faces frightened her and she feared the man in the oversized hat might pull out the gun at his hip at any moment.
 
   She didn’t know for sure if the man described in the letter was the man who came to her defense, but the description was close enough. Since she wasn’t about to take her chances with the aggressive one, and her only other option was to get back on the train and go home, she pointed to the broad-shouldered man. “I am promised to him.”
 
   The man sidestepped around her defender, his oversized hat swiveling on his head. “If you have a letter, tell me the name of the man you were promised to.”
 
   She slid the letter from her purse and eyed them both. With a quick silent prayer, she read, “John Rivers.” The paper crinkled in her hands, people conversed nearby, doors slammed, and her pulse pounded in her ears as the seconds ticked by.
 
   “That would be me, ma’am.” The broad-shouldered man offered his hand, but before she had a chance to take it, the man in the oversized hat grabbed her arm, his thumb and fingers dug deep into her skin. His face twisted, his upper lip twitched and pulled high, revealing yellowed and brown teeth with black specks near his gums.
 
   “I think there’s been a mistake,” the man in the oversized hat said. His head shot left then right, his eyes dancing around the platform. “I ordered myself a bride, and there are no more coming off this train. I need a woman to give me sons and I have a mountain of money to spoil her with. You don’t want this boy, he’ll never be able to give you what you need.”
 
   “B-but I have a written agreement with John Rivers. I gave my word.” She lifted the paper as a reminder of their pledge. Her arm ached from his death grip and she winced.
 
   John growled like an animal. “Unhand her before you lose your fingers.”
 
   The man released her, but snatched the paper from her hand, ripped it to shreds and threw the pieces and tossed them onto the tracks under the train. The wind carried several off. “Now that we’ve taken care of that, we can consider other options for such a pretty lady. You don’t need to accept a man you’ve never met. I’ll take good care of you. Now, come on.”
 
   “I warned you, Salter.” John grabbed the man’s wrist with a low growl of obvious warning.
 
    All three of their limbs were connected, and Salter squeezed her wrist until she yelped in pain.
 
   Salter unfurled his fingers and held his hands up. “We’ll just take this to the sheriff to work out. Ma’am, after you.”
 
   Adelaide stood for a moment, her gaze dancing between the men. Certainly, she hadn’t traveled all this way to be forced to marry another man that threatened to harm her as soon as the marriage was final. “I’ll not be forced to marry a man that I do not wish to take as my husband.”
 
   Salter rounded on her, his lips pressed thin and his brows arching together. “I believe you are mistaken, ma’am. Besides, I have a legally-binding contract through the agency that I would receive my bride on this train.”
 
   The older woman inserted herself between her and John, placing her arm around her shoulders. She nudged John and whispered, “What are you going to do? You know he’s got the sheriff in his pocket.”
 
   “Then show us the contract,” John said to Salter. “I’m sure you have it on you, along with a letter from your perspective bride.”
 
   “It’s at the homestead, but I’m sure the sheriff will trust the word of the town's most prominent businessman over a rancher.”
 
   John lifted his chin. “I’m under contract to marry Ms. Adelaide Baker. You’ll have to contact your service and tell them they’ve made an error.”
 
   Salter sneered. “You know I always get what I want, John. I’ll be back in town with a legal document proving Ms. Adelaide will be leaving with me. We both know you’ll never marry her.”
 
   Adelaide's emotions danced between relief and dread. Would John really not marry her? If not, she’d just get back on the train and head home. Perhaps she could find a way to hide out from Horst until she could find a new match.
 
   John took a step forward, using his body to shove Salter further away from her. “You can be on your way now. Unless you have a paper to say otherwise, you have nothing more to do with Ms. Baker.”
 
   Salter laughed in a deep guttural tone. The older woman at Adelaide’s side tightened her grip around her shoulders. The other man that looked to be the woman’s husband stepped closer to John. “We best be going, sir. We have a long trip and we don’t want to be out after dark.”
 
   John offered his arm to Adelaide. She scanned everyone on the platform, from the conductor to the woman at her side and the three men in a circle of confrontation. With only seconds to decide, she danced between returning to Boston and begging her mother and stepfather to break her engagement to Horst Chatgonwitz, hiding out, or taking John’s arm. The only thing she wouldn’t consider was leaving with Salter. Something told her that man would make a brute like Horst look as harmless as a newborn calf.
 
   She inhaled the smoky evening air and slid her fingers into the crook of John’s arm.
 
   The older man grabbed her bag from the attendant. “Hi, I’m Billy, Stella’s husband. Welcome to Montana.” With a shake of his head and a nervous, light chuckle, he led the way through the building to the main road.
 
   The town didn’t look like Boston or where she grew up in Maryland. Hot and dry, the soil was more of a golden brown here than the dark rich color back home. Even the sun looked different the way it reflected off the windows of a small mercantile across the street. The townsfolk's attire was simpler and less refined, more suitable for doing manual labor than debating politics. An enthusiastic melody leaked from the saloon down the street.
 
   “Aren’t you headed to the pastor?” Salter said in a challenging tone. A thick, murky cloud of warning stopped them both in their tracks.
 
   John cupped her fingers on his arm. She was convinced he planned to ignore the taunt until they heard the sound of a gun cocking. Adelaide stiffened. She’d only heard it one other time in her life. The night her father was murdered, the night her entire life changed. It was a sound that would forever haunt her. She struggled to breathe through the darkness of loss and past the threat of it happening all over again.
 
   “You best put that away,” John said, his voice unsettlingly calm. Still he didn’t turn around to face Salter. "There’s enough witnesses here even you won't get away with murder…this time."
 
   “I’m just thinking of this lady's honor. I can’t allow you to take her, an unmarried woman, to your homestead. She should remain in town tonight. I’ll return tomorrow with the proper paperwork to claim my property and all this nonsense will be over.”
 
   Adelaide had worked hard on controlling her tongue in a man's presence. Horst had attempted to train her to not speak unless invited to, but she could hold her tongue no longer. She slid her hand from John’s arm and whirled on Salter, halting only a step away from the barrel of his aimed gun. “You seem to be under the delusion that I’m your property, but I can assure you I am no man’s property. And no amount of you threatening me will ever change that, so put that gun away. I can assure you I am quite capable of taking care of myself.”
 
   Salter’s mouth dropped open for a moment. A snicker from Stella sounded behind her. Townspeople halted in their tracks and Adelaide tensed. What if her outburst only fueled his anger? He wouldn’t shoot them right here in front of the train station, would he?
 
   A strong, yet gentle hand slid to the small of her back. The support helped her remain determined and she held her ground. Salter could shoot them if he chose but she would never be his property. This was her future and she had a say in what happened. Just as she refused to be offered off like a business trade by her stepfather, she wouldn’t be threatened into a marriage.
 
   “Ms. Baker, I’m a man who gets what he wants, one way or another. And when I return with my contract, you will be marrying me.”
 
   “Don't waste your time, Salter," John said, his hand still gentle on her back. "We’ll be married by the time you return. That is, Ms. Baker, if that is your wish. If not, I will put you up in the hotel for the night and get you on the next train out of town tomorrow.”
 
   Salter snarled, the left side of his lip rising, but he returned the gun to his holster. “Why you toying with the girl that way? You shouldn’t get her hopes up when we both know you ain’t gonna marry her. What kind of future can you even offer her, especially after I buy up all your land? You'll have nothing, be nothing.”
 
   From Salter’s words, his twisted expression of greed, and his aggressive arrogance, Adelaide got the impression he was used to getting his way. He probably owned half the town as well, and if her experience with Horst had taught her anything, it was that most people could be bought. Even politicians and law enforcement. She either had to be married or gone by sun up. If she returned home, she had no doubt she’d be scorned by society and disowned from her family for running off. If Horst still wanted to marry her under those circumstances, it'd be a hellish marriage. He'd make her pay dearly for ruining his reputation.
 
   The strong hand slid from the small of her back to her arm then John tugged her a step back from Salter and guided her around to face him. His touch felt gentle, like a breeze off the bay on a warm afternoon. “Ms. Adelaide Baker, I reckon you’re a bit confused about now. But if you would like to see the pastor, I’d be obliged to marry you this very evening.”
 
   He made no promises of what their life together might hold, nor did he brag of his worth. He simply told her he would honor whatever decision she made. It was the first time since her father that a man had ever cared what she thought. Yet she saw through the blank expression he painted on his face. The golden cast of the setting sun highlighted the twitch of his right brow. Was he nervous? Did he want her gone? Or was he afraid, pleading with her to choose him over Salter?
 
   For all his insistence she'd noticed his reluctance, too. Adelaide opened her mouth, about to tell him she would return home on the next train and free him from his obligation, yet she hesitated. She glanced at the crowd around them, staring, waiting for a gunfight or some sort of brawl that wasn’t coming. John had seen to that. He’d done everything he could to diffuse the situation, yet keep her safe from Salter at the same time.
 
   This was what she came to do, to marry a man who wouldn’t beat her or belittle her. She’d come to marry John Rivers, hoping he was the man she'd been looking for. Hoping he was as he'd been described in her letter.
 
   She looked up at John and took in a quick breath. “Yes.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   John’s heart finally began to beat again. It had felt like the longest few seconds of his life as he'd waited for her answer. Now, relief flooded through him. Salter wouldn’t win this fight. None of his threatening or bribes wouldn’t sway the fair woman. And once they'd married, no amount of blackmailing the sheriff would change that.
 
   Then his heart sped up faster than a bucking bull. What the hell had he just done?
 
   Adelaide was a beauty for sure, but marriage? He didn’t even know the girl. The way she stood up to Salter had won his admiration. He’d never seen a woman walk straight toward the barrel of a gun before. Heck, he’d never seen a man do it either. And certainly no man in Glendive had ever stood up to Salter before, besides himself.
 
   His heartbeat slowed once again, but his breath caught in his lungs at Salter's lingering sneer. He isn't going to let this go, is he?
 
   “I think we’ll be sticking around to witness this fine affair, boys,” Salter called to his men standing outside the saloon. He stuffed a wad of chew in his lip then patted one of his men on the back. “Guess we need to make sure that pastor ain’t gone off no where.”
 
   “Nope, he’s still waiting at the saloon.” One of Salter’s men pointed at the swinging doors. The same doors John swore he’d never enter again.
 
   Stella took Adelaide by the hand. “Come. Let’s get you ready.”
 
   John kept his attention on the ladies following them  across the dusty street toward the saloon. He didn’t like Adelaide going in that place without protection. As if sensing his unease, Billy followed close behind them and they all disappeared into the saloon.
 
   “Aren’t you going to go claim your woman?” Salter smirked and smacked John on his shoulder. “Tell you what. I’ll buy the first round a drinks. Then when you get tired of the girl, since we both know you will, you can send her over to me.”
 
   John fisted his hands, but Salter slithered away into the group of his men laughing, leaving John standing at the doorway to the saloon.
 
   The usual exuberant piano music changed to something mellower, but still his pulse rapid-fired in his throat. How could he go in there? He hadn't stepped foot in there since his sister's death.
 
   One of Salter’s men held the door open and waited for John to enter.
 
   “You change your mind?" Salter called out to him. "I guess I better take the girl then.”
 
   John willed his feet forward and didn’t stop until he stood by Adelaide’s side. The pastor was just finishing up with another couple, so they stood side by side without touching, waiting for their turn.
 
   “Try not to look like you’re in front of a firing squad,” Stella whispered in his ear. “You gonna be with this woman a long time. You don’t want to start your life together with her mad at you.”
 
   Salter’s men nudged one another, laughing at John’s expense.
 
   He ignored them and straightened, removing his hat from his head. “Sorry it ain’t more of a proper ceremony.”
 
   Adelaide fluttered her dark eyelashes up at him, and the hint of a smile tugging her lips nearly drove a bullet to his heart. When the corners of her full pink mouth drew up further, it took what remaining breath he had and sucked it right out of his gut. “It’s fine. I don’t require, nor do I like, a big fuss. This is perfect for me.”
 
   She sounded refined, and for the first time since she’d stepped off the train he had time to really look at her. Her dress was made of a black silk cloth. Her hair, a shiny deep brown, was loose and ran in gentle waves down to the middle of her back. The girl obviously didn’t belong in this part of the country, yet her courage and strength would get her far out here. So, why had she contacted the agency to search for a husband? She didn’t even know if he would be able to provide for her.
 
   The pastor waved them forward. “Ah, looks like you’re my last couple to marry today. You want the traditional ceremony, the express, or you want to say your own words?”
 
   John looked to Adelaide, not sure what a woman wished for on her wedding day. His little sister had once talked of an elaborate ceremony with gardens of flowers and a dress with a train longer than the chapel. But just finding a good man to marry had been her only real dream, a dream she'd never have the chance to make come true.
 
   “I think I’d like to say something,” Adelaide said quietly. She tucked her hair behind her left ear, but pulled it closer to her chin on the right. A delicate pale finger twirled a strand before she dropped her hands to her sides and took a long breath. “I understand this isn’t a traditional marriage. I also know that traditional doesn’t always guarantee a happy future. If you are all that your letter said, then I believe we’ll do fine together. I only hope that as you get to know me, you’ll accept me for who I am and not be disappointed.” Her hand returned to her right cheek and her eyes lowered to the ground.
 
   What could he possibly be dissatisfied with? The woman had every man’s attention in the town the moment she stepped off that train.
 
    Pastor held the bible with one finger stuck inside, marking his page. "And you, Mr. Rivers? What would you like to say to your bride?”
 
   “I can promise that I will care for you and your needs. There may be tough times, but I will always work hard and provide for you. You’ll have a comfortable, if simple, life. And I won’t ever overwork or abuse you.” John shrugged, not sure what else to say. Part of him wanted to get away from all these people and speak to the stranger standing in front of him. More than anything he wanted to speed this up and get the hell out of the saloon. Thank the Lord, Adelaide captured his attention, so he could stay focused on something besides the room upstairs where he’d found his sister’s body.
 
   “I guess that’s good enough. Do you, Ms. Adelaide Baker, take John Rivers to be your husband?”
 
   John noticed Adelaide’s fingers tremble at her sides. He wanted to give her some sort of sign to show her she’d be safe with him, so he took them gentle in his hands. No woman should have to suffer the fear of a man.
 
   She looked up at him then nodded. “I do.”
 
   “And do you, John Rivers, take this woman to be your wife?”
 
   A thousand thoughts twisted inside his head of all the reasons this union was a farce, insane, unwanted, and a mistake, but one glance at Salter and he knew there was no choice. He only said, “I do.”
 
   “By the power vested in me, I now pronounce you Mr. and Mrs. Rivers. You may sign the document over there by the piano and be on your way. And that does it for me. I think I’ll have a drink now.” The pastor saddled up to the bar and left John and Adelaide in the center of the saloon, holding hands, their lives forever changed.
 
   He’d saved the beauty from Salter, the way he couldn’t save his sister, but now what? He looked to Stella, who took his cue. “Come on. We best be heading back to the homestead before it gets too dark to see past the nose on our faces.”
 
   Adelaide’s silky hand slipped from his grasp, signed the marriage document, and then followed Stella out of the saloon. John scribbled his signature on the document then rushed from the building on their heels. His lungs released the clamp on his ribs, and he heaved in the scent of horse, alcohol, and a hint of rose. He followed the pleasant aroma to Adelaide, but before he could savor it, she hopped onto the buckboard, leaving John with his hand in the air in an attempt to offer his assistance.
 
   “Got a wild philly there," Salter said from the doorway of the saloon. "Guess you got some breakin’ in to do.” The man’s words fish-gutted him as the image of Salter taming his sister slit John from chin to waist.
 
   Billy rounded the wagon and stood between them. “You’ve got a young bride that looks a might frightened, boss. I suggest you let this go for now. We’ll make him pay one of these days.”
 
   A growl galloped up his throat, but he managed to swallow it back and joined Adelaide on the driver's seat. If only he could prove Salter’s involvement in his sister’s death, but Billy was right. Now wasn’t the time.
 
   He glanced at Adelaide, trying to read her face, to know what she was thinking, but she was different than most women he'd known. The way of her movements told him she was a city girl, yet she had a strength about her. The way she seemed determined to be in control of her future, instead of just accepting things as they were the way the other women from the train had.
 
   Billy helped Stella onto the wagon’s seat next to Adelaide then hopped into the back with the supplies. The warmth of the day had cooled. It would be close to dark before they made it back to the homestead, but he didn’t want to stay in Glendive a minute longer than necessary. The voice of his little sister singing in the saloon echoed from his past and settled into a frenzy of hatred and grief.
 
   Dogs raced about, chasing each other through town. Couples sat outside on their porches rocking while children huddled together playing games in the dirt. He tried to settle into his seat for the long ride, but it was too small for the three of them. Too close. They were too close. Adelaide’s arm pressed against his and he could feel the heat of her thigh through her dress.
 
   His body couldn’t help but respond. There was no doubting she was beautiful, probably the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen. He glanced over to see her sitting rigid, her eyes cast straight ahead at the team of horses trudging along the dirt path.
 
   The saloon music had long since faded in the distance, but even thirty minutes into the ride Adelaide remained quiet and stiff. He couldn’t take it any longer, but what could he say to make her more at ease, so she didn’t sit there like a coyote staring at a full moon?
 
   “Um, so, you don’t have to cook or nothin’. We have a cook.”
 
   Stella huffed. “What John means to say is we're happy you're going home with us this evening. I believe you’ll be comfortable and will find the people there will welcome you with open arms. Please feel free to let us know if there’s anything we can do to make you more at home. Books, yarn, fabric, anything you enjoy doing we can send someone into town to purchase for you.”
 
   After a moment of silence, Adelaide said, “Paint. I like to paint, but I have some supplies that I brought with me in my bag.” Her shoulder slid slightly down his arm and her hands loosened their death grip on the handle of her small bag, the one item she'd clung to since she arrived.
 
   John wanted to elicit a response as well, to help her relax a little. Perhaps he should offer to go buy her some clothes. Yes, his little sister always liked new dresses. “You only brought one bag. You have anything else to wear?”
 
   Adelaide lifted her arms and glanced down at her dress. “Is there something wrong with what I have on?”
 
   “No, I mean…” This wasn’t going well. His tongue was all tied up. 
 
   “Excuse John. He isn’t used to much civilized conversation. He spends all his time around men and cattle. Not many women folk around besides me and a few other wives on the homestead.”
 
   “It’s fine. I wasn’t sure what I would need to bring. And, well, there wasn’t any time for me to shop before I left.”
 
   “I’d be happy to purchase anything you need," John said. "Just make a list and I can send one of the men into town to purchase it for you.”
 
   “I wouldn’t be able to pick out my own clothes?” The challenging tone of her voice told him he’d said something that wasn’t good again.
 
   “I, um, think you need to stay away from town for a few days. Once Salter sets his mind on something, he doesn’t care what he has to do to get it. And he set his mind on you the moment you stepped off that train.” His hands ached and he realized he’d been holding the reins as if they were about to slide off the side of a mountain.
 
   “I see.” Adelaide returned to twisting the strap on her bag around her fingers. “Is that why you married me?”
 
   Stella laughed. “You sure aren’t scared to speak your mind, are you, child? I know we're goin’ to get along just fine. You got a girl with some fire in her belly there,” she said to John.
 
   “Is it?” Adelaide asked again.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   With that one word, he suffered a snarl from Stella, a slap in the back of the head from Billy, and silence from Adelaide.
 
   After another hour, Adelaide’s head rolled to the side. Billy passed him a blanket and he wrapped it around her shoulders, tucking her into his side so she could sleep with her head on his shoulder.
 
   Her hair smelled prettier than the flowers Stella insisted on planting outside the house. It seemed like a waste of time to him, but he never told Stella that. He knew better.
 
   Adelaide made a soft whimper and settled deeper into his side. He rubbed her arm and enjoyed the heat of her against him, the soft sighs as she slept. He was almost disappointed when the homestead came into view, knowing their closeness would soon end. The sun lowered below the tree line, confirming the fact he’d driven too slow, not wanting to jar Adelaide awake. The fence would have to wait until morning.
 
   They rolled to a stop before the front porch of his home and for the first time since he’d settled there and built his house, he thought Stella and Billy had a point. He should really add onto it.
 
    Perhaps he’d look back over his original design and tweak it a little, but first he needed to sleep so he could get up early to check on the new fencing Salter had his men installing.
 
   He reluctantly slipped his arm from around Adelaide who bolted up from a deep sleep. “It’s okay. We’re home.” He hopped down and offered his hand to her. She sat as straight as a board for a moment, and he feared she wouldn’t get down from the wagon. “I know it isn’t much, but I plan on adding onto it soon.”
 
   “You are?” Billy asked with a hint of excitement to his voice.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Adelaide looked around, her eyes dancing between the barn, the men laughing and singing by their open fire near the bunkhouse, and the larger main house. “It’s nothing like the city,” she mumbled before she scooted to the edge and took his hand.
 
   “It might take a while for you to adjust, dear. I’m sure it is a little bit of a shock at how quiet it is out here,” Stella said.
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to imply that I wouldn’t be happy here. Actually, I like the quiet.”
 
   The singing and laughing quickly became hooting and hollering as his men took notice of the young pretty thing standing beside him. John groaned. He’d heard his men let loose in town before, but this was different. Forced or not, this was his wife they were disrespecting. “Excuse me for a moment.” He hotfooted it over to the men. “Listen here, you’ll do nothing but respect that woman.”
 
   “She’s his new wife,” Billy added, coming up behind him.
 
   Charlie dropped his bottle on the ground and Noah fell off his stump.
 
   Marcus nodded. “Well, what you standing out here for then? You best get in there and do your husband duty.”
 
   The men roared with laughter.
 
   Charles retrieved his bottle and held it out in a salute. “I’d be happy to help, boss.”
 
   John shook his head at Billy. “Really? You had to share that?”
 
   A coyote howled in the distance and the men followed suit, howling at his new nuptials to a strange woman he was supposed to bed now. Not that he’d mind. The woman was beautiful, and he never had an issue when the opportunity arose to enjoy a woman’s company, but this was different.
 
   He took a long breath and headed back to the house. To his disappointment, Adelaide was already gone.
 
   “I guess Stella took her inside to get her comfortable,” Billy said, halting him at the wagon. “I know every bit of this is crazy, but you have realized the worst part about all this, right?”
 
   John shrugged. “Married when I had no plans on taking a wife? The fact that I have to worry about my ranch and her now?”
 
   “No.” Billy shook his head. His eyes narrowed and he looked plagued by something. “By turning him down, that wife of yours unknowingly just challenged Salter to a war. And you, being her husband, will be at the front lines.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Adelaide stood in the center of the bedroom, eyeing the bed covered with a simple quilt and fluffy pillows. A fireplace against the wall behind her smelled of soot, but the quilt smelled clean and fresh. It was a nice room, not ostentatious like the ones in her mother’s new house, or sparse with broken furniture like Mary and Samuel’s. It was a perfect combination of homey and rugged. A shirt lay over the back of a chair near a window draped with lace curtains. She lifted the man’s shirt, a hint of the outdoors mixed with leather flooded her senses, a manly aroma that did something to her insides.
 
   The door opened behind her and John entered. “I hope you’ll be comfortable in here until we're able to add on to the house. We’ve been living with it like this a little longer than I’d originally intended. I know it’s strange to have help under the same roof, but Stella and Billy are like family. Once we have a larger home, they’ll have their own space.”
 
   “I think it’s perfect,” Adelaide offered. Despite the fact he obviously didn't want a wife, John still cared about her comfort. He seemed to be everything the letter said he was. A kind man, he gave her no cause to worry.
 
   This was it, he was her husband. She had to submit to him in a way she’d never been able to submit to any man before. She’d have to try to curb her tongue and listen to what he had to say, instead of running off and doing what she wanted. “I know you were trapped into marrying me, but I hope I will be a good wife.” She took a steadying breath and placed her bag on the chair. Not sure how the wedding night was supposed to go, except for the scant details Mary gave her, she wanted to show her willingness to be a good wife. Afraid he’d see the scars on her neck, she turned down the flame in the lamp before she faced him. With trembling fingers, she undid the top button of her dress then another and another, until it fell open and she let it flow to the floor. Her body shivered and her heart raced, but she continued to undress.
 
   John stood there watching, his eyes transfixed on her every move. She reached for her ties of her underclothes, but he stepped forward and stayed her hand with his own. “No.”
 
   Her head felt light and her stomach twisted. “I thought… We are married. If I have done something wrong…”
 
   He pressed his forehead to hers and kept her hand clasped in his own. She felt something hardened in his lower region and it took her a moment to realize what. According to what Mary had told her, that was supposed to happen. But instead of proceeding with what she understood came next, he only breathed. Once, twice, three times.
 
   He stepped back and swallowed hard enough she could hear it. “I don’t require you to lay with me. One day, if you want to, then we will, but I will not take a woman who does not want me.” He turned on his heel and marched to the door. “Sleep here. This is your room now.”
 
   The door clicked shut behind him, leaving her alone in a strange home. She wanted to wilt to the floor and cry. Had she made the wrong choice? Would she forever be a woman with no worth? Just a wife in name only? No, she’d refuse to be worthless.
 
   She paced the floor, her mind rolling over the last few weeks. Everything had happened so fast, too fast. Had she been as reckless about her future as her mother had accused her of being? Had he seen her scars and been repulsed by them? Dear God, what if she had married a man who would keep her hidden away so no one would ever see the monster he’d married?
 
   The moon was high in the sky by the time she pulled herself together and slid under the quilt on the bed. The chill in the air made her long for warmth. Yet as tired as she was from her travels and the stress that day had brought, her mind continued to race until she fell into a fitful sleep. 
 
   When she awoke at dawn, she heard men and horses outside. Remaining out of sight, she stood by the window and listened as they discussed the plan for the day.
 
   “We need to get to work repairing the barn and corral.” John’s voice sounded muffled beyond the window, but the deep quality was distinctive.
 
   “I think it best we stay together in groups near Salter’s land," Billy advised. "At least for the next few days. There’s safety in numbers. We’ll go check the fences this morning and then return for the repair work this afternoon.”
 
   “Yes, I think you’re right,” John responded.
 
   She slipped back into her dress and combed her hair before heading out to the main room. Stella was washing dishes at the large basin in the kitchen, but turned and placed a plate of fruit and meat with bread on the table when she saw Adelaide. “It’s not much since Cook is off today, but it’ll fill your belly until next meal. I didn’t expect you up so early. I thought you city folk slept in.”
 
   She managed to eat a few bites of meat and bread before her nervousness got the better of her. “What can I do to help today?”
 
   “Oh, nothing, dear. You can just relax. I’m sure you’re tired after your long train ride. The men will be off checking fences for hours, and I’m just going to follow Cook’s directions for some simple stew. Why don’t you go take a walk around? I’m sure you’re curious about the homestead. Just don’t wander too far away. And don’t cross onto Salter’s land.”
 
   So, she really was useless. Not a wife, not a housekeeper, not even a cook. John had no need for any of them. She couldn’t even be a decoration, not with scars marring her neck. “Why did he marry me?” Adelaide asked. She had to know, or she wouldn’t be able to rest.
 
   “Ah, you must’ve heard the men teasing about him sleeping in the bunkhouse. Can’t say as it surprised me, though.”
 
   Adelaide forced her hands to stay at her side instead of twisting her hair around her neck to hide her scar. “I thought a man and women were supposed to be…together on their wedding night.”
 
   “Most weddings, sure, but this ain’t exactly typical. I mean, you don’t even know each other at all.”
 
   “That didn’t seem to make a difference to those other men, and I don’t think it would’ve made a difference to Salter.”
 
   “First off, Salter isn’t like most men. Count yourself blessed you didn’t marry him.”
 
   “I do. I’m just sorry John has to suffer for it. Why did he do this?”
 
   Stella placed her towel on the table and sat down beside Adelaide. “Oh, dear girl, it has nothing to do with you. I shouldn’t be telling you about this―we don’t speak about it here―but you’re his wife so you have a right to know. And Lord knows that boy ain’t never gonna talk about it with you.” Stella squeezed both Adelaide’s hands. “First off, he hates going into town because it reminds him too much of what happened there.”
 
   She held her breath, waiting. She hoped the story would shed some light on who John was, but at the same time, she was afraid to know more.
 
   “I’m gonna try to make a long story short here, so stay with me. John came from a poor family. His mother and father died when he was just a young thing and he did his best to care for his baby sister. The boy has always been strong. He managed to leave Kansas and make it to Texas where he worked driving cattle north to the train stations for transport east. On one of his trips, he met Salter and eventually found work on his ranch. The work was tough, but John's a smart boy and earned Mr. Salter’s respect quickly. He thought he’d finally found a stable place to put down roots, and he sent for his sister. Set her up with a family in town, not wanting her to be exposed to the men on Salter’s ranch. I think even back then he tried to protect her from Salter." Stella sighed. "While his sister was safe in town, John learned all about raising cattle and all the business stuff that goes with it. He’s always wanted to make enough money so he’d never have to let his sister face starvation again. He didn't want his sister or his future family to ever have to go through what he had as a child.
 
   "Unfortunately, the family in town he’d been sending money to, paying to care for his sister, decided to keep the money and sell her to Salter. Didn't take that animal long before he set her up as a saloon girl. Girl was barely in her teens. It wasn’t until one of the men told John about a woman he'd had at the saloon with a scar on her left arm that he realized his sister was working there. He immediately went to get her out of there, but she knew it was already too late. She was ruined. There ain’t a man who would value her after what she’d done.”
 
   “What did he do?” Adelaide asked quietly.
 
   “He went back countless times, trying to convince her. Finally, the sheriff arrested him and rode him out to Salter’s ranch. A day later, his sister's body was found. She’d been beaten to death. Murderer got away, too.”
 
   “Oh, no. I’m so sorry.” Adelaide’s heart ached for John.
 
   “That isn’t even the worst of it. Salter had been one of her regular clients. He’d basically bought her, paying the family more money than John had sent to care for her. That’s why she’d ended up in the saloon in the first place. Salter was her first client.”
 
   “What?” Adelaide couldn’t believe her ears. “You’re telling me that the man last night was the one who did all this to John?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Hatred liked Adelaide had never felt in her heart stung her chest.
 
   “You see," Stella continued, "that’s why he wasn’t with you last night. He never wants to be like Salter. He also never planned on marrying.”
 
   “Why?” Adelaide asked.
 
   “Because he never wanted to be responsible for someone again. He felt like he’d failed his sister. Despite Billy and me pushing him, I don’t think he would’ve ever married.”
 
   "Then why did he send that missive through the agency?"
 
   Stella gave her a sheepish look. "Well, ya see, that was Billy and me’s doing. We were trying to help him get over himself, but now it’s turned out like this."
 
   Adelaide bowed her head. “That’s my fault. I’ve allowed my own cowardice to trap a man into a life he didn’t want.”
 
   “Ha, I have a feeling you’re anything but a coward, deary. Besides, what people want and what they need is seldom the same thing.” Stella patted her hand and rose from the table.
 
   “Thank you for telling me,” Adelaide said.
 
   Stella went back to preparing her stew, so Adelaide headed out the door. “There has to be a purpose for me here,” she mumbled to herself. If she wasn’t a real wife to John, then there had to be something else she could do to earn her keep. Something she could do to help ease his burden and thank him for taking her in when he'd wanted nothing to do with her.
 
   The land that stretched out beyond the house looked vibrant in the sunlight. Animals of all types raced around―cows, horses, dogs, cats, mules, chickens, and all sorts of other little creatures―no doubt loving the freedom of so much space.
 
   She wandered over to the barn then around back to the corral. Some of the fence boards were split and weathered. It also appeared as if they were trying to expand the area, making the corral larger. Several holes were dug where posts would eventually go. Saws, planks of wood, and shovels lay on the ground abandoned.
 
   She scanned the area around the barn but saw no one. Had all the men, every last one of them, been needed to check the fencing along the border of Salter's property? It must be quite the undertaking, she thought as she pulled her hair back and tied it at the nape of her neck. Then she pulled up her sleeves and lifted one of the wood poles that had already been cut. It was heavy, but manageable. She’d lifted boxes at the factory on occasion, feeling it was unnecessary to ask for assistance when it was something she could do herself.
 
   She managed to drop the base of the post into the hole and kick enough dirt around it that it stood. Well, sort of. The dog she'd seen on the front porch joined her, dancing around barking before he found a stick and dropped it at her feet. She picked it up and threw it then retrieved the shovel. It took her five times longer than it would an able-bodied man, but she managed to pack the dirt around the pole tight enough that it stood solid and upright.
 
   As the sun rose into the sky, sweat dripped from her hairline, but she ignored it. This was something she could do, something to focus on besides just lying around feeling useless and drowning in thoughts of her failures. She'd fooled herself. No man would ever want her, not with the scars on her neck, so she best learn how to do more with her life.
 
   After hours of cutting new posts, placing them in the ground and packing dirt around them, her hands became sore and blistered. By the fifth pole, her hands began to bleed. When a bell sounded, she leaned against the back of the barn, spasms running up her back. How do they do this all day, every day? she wondered.
 
           The thump of horse hooves sounded, along with the shouts of men, warning of their approach. She brushed the dirt from her skirts and untied her hair. Her stomach roared with protest, so she stepped away from the barn toward the house. She should have eaten more. The dog returned for the umpteenth time, but she didn’t have the energy to bend down and pick up the stick. “Maybe later, boy,” she said as he continued barking at her.
 
   She rounded the barn and ran into a strong chest, sending her stumbling backward. Hands gripped her arms to keep her upright.
 
   “Adelaide?" John’s voice soothed her weary body. “Are you okay?”
 
   She straightened as tall as she could managed and wrenched from his arms. “I’m fine. Did you have a good morning?” With her chin high, she nudged past him, but he grabbed her arms and held her against the side of the barn.
 
   “What happened to you?” He brushed the hair from her face and scanned her body. “Did someone hurt you? Why are you so dirty and sweaty? Oh my Lord, what happened to your hands?”
 
   She looked down to realize the blisters covering her palms were bleeding. Clenching them into fists to hide the evidence, she bit back a wince of pain. “Nothing.”
 
   John looked around then spotted the new poles she'd installed around the corral. “You did that? Why would you do that? You hurt yourself.”
 
   She pulled free, anger, and resentment at his words making her want to smack him. Not sure why she felt that way, but she wasn’t going to take his reprimand for her hard work. “I have to be good for something around here, don't I? If you don’t want me in your bed, I’m going to have to earn my keep some other way.” She shoved past him to find all the men standing at the front of the barn. Heat flooded her cheeks and tears pricked at the corner of her eyes, but she kept her head high and marched past them. Maybe they could appreciate her help, even if their boss couldn’t.
 
   Every step she took threatened to make her fall flat on her face from exhaustion, but she wouldn’t allow it, not until she was out of sight from the men. Especially from John Rivers.
 
   She marched up the front steps of the house, into the bedroom, slammed the door then collapsed onto the wooden floor. Her legs shook, her hands burned, her back ached, and her soul cried, cried for her failure as a daughter and now as a wife.
 
   She stifled her tears, unwilling to let the men hear her weakness. “No, I’m not going to crumble,” she mumbled. Willing herself to stand, she wiped her tears away.
 
   The door creaked open behind her and she grabbed the bedpost for support, but winced in pain. The door clicked shut and hands slipped under her knees, tipping her back until she was staring up at John’s face.
 
   “No, I don’t need your help. I’m fine,” Adelaide protested.
 
   “Stop being so stubborn, and I’ll stop being such a donkey’s ass.”
 
   His words caught her off guard and she couldn’t help but chuckle. “What?”
 
   “You heard me. I’m not allowing you to take all the blame in this. And I’m certainly not going to allow my wife to kill herself out there. Now, sit down and be quiet while I look at your hands.”
 
   Adelaide opened her mouth, but he gently set her onto the bed and held one finger to her lips. “You had your say. I heard it, and all my men heard it. I think it’s my turn. Now, stay put for a minute and don’t move from this bed. I’ll be right back.” He disappeared then returned with a ceramic bowl full of water and some rags. “Stella, I’ll take my lunch in here,” he called back over his shoulder. “And make a plate for Adelaide, too, please.”
 
   With a solemn look on his face, he placed the water bowl on the side table and sat by her side. “I owe you an apology, and if I don’t give it to you, I’m too scared to face Stella out there.” He smiled, a gruff but handsome smile. “I’m sorry I made you feel like you weren’t a good wife.”
 
   She held her hands out for him to treat. “I know you didn’t want to get married, so I won’t expect you to be a husband to me, but I will find a place here.”
 
   He sighed. “Stella’s right, I don’t know how to talk to women.” He slid a hand through his thick, dark hair. “I honestly didn’t want to make you uncomfortable last night. You did nothing wrong. Listen, we don’t know each other, but I’d like to change that.” He wrung out a rag in the water and examined the palm of her hand. “I’ve never seen a woman do that before.”
 
   “Do what?” Adelaide dared to look at him, really look at him in the light. He was even more handsome than she’d first thought. His full dark hair curled at the edges around his forehead and neck. His dark brown eyes were haloed by black, thick lashes and high cheekbones.
 
   “All that work. Did you not take any breaks?” he asked, a hint of pride in his tone.
 
   A warmth covered her and she sat a little taller despite the twinge in her middle back. “No, I worked from the time you left until you returned.”
 
   He shook his head. “As I said, never known a woman to do that kind of work. Stella’s right, you're tough. What did you do before you came here?”
 
   A knock at the door saved her from having to explain about fleeing from the man she was promised to. And working in the factory to support herself. Would he judge her for abandoning an obligation?
 
   He glanced at the unopened door. “Come in.”
 
   Stella entered with two bowls in hand, followed by Billy with two mugs. She paused at the bedside. “Ouch. You want me to clean those up for ya?”
 
   “I’ll take care of her,” John said, a sadness seeping into his voice. Did she remind him of his sister?
 
   “I’ll be with the men if you need something.” Billy set the two cups by the bowl of water.
 
   Stella followed her husband from the room. “And I'll be in the kitchen. Holler if ya need me.” She gave a wink then closed the door behind her.
 
   “So, we were talking about you and what you did before you arrived here. I find it difficult to believe you weren’t already married.” He paused in his analysis of her hand. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to presume… Are you a widow?”
 
   She shook her head. “No, I’ve never been married before.”
 
   He pressed the damp cloth to her palm and she flinched, biting her lower lip to keep from crying out.
 
   “Sorry. It’s gonna sting.” He leaned in and blew on her skin. His breath caressed her skin, cooling the sting. He was close, close enough for his lips to touch her hand. She hadn’t been that close to a man, besides her father. And Horst, the night he pushed her against the wall of her room and threatened her if she spoke without his permission.
 
   She knew already John would never do that. She'd spoken harshly to him, within earshot of his men, yet he hadn't rebuked her.
 
   His tender touch and soft speech when he was around her made her feel at ease. She lay back in the bed and the spasm in her back released. The men were talking outside, but she couldn’t make out their words. The dog on the front porch barked and chairs scooted against the wood flooring out in the dining room.
 
   “If you don’t want to tell me what happened to make you come out here, I can respect that. I haven’t answered your question yet either.”
 
   “Which question?”
 
   “Why I agreed to marry you. I don’t think I knew the answer, not until Stella hit me upside the head and told me you were nothing like her.”
 
   Adelaide tensed at the thought of another woman. “You were married?”
 
   “No.” He chuckled. “I’m referring to my sister. I let her down, and I guess I didn’t want to be responsible for another woman. But I knew I couldn’t let you go home with Salter.” His voice took on the guttural tone of hatred. “I couldn’t do that to you.”
 
   “I see.” She held her breath and braced herself as he pressed the cloth to her hand once more then blew over the blisters.
 
   “No, I don’t think you do. I have to admit something to you…and to myself. If one of those other women that got off the train was swept up by Salter, I wouldn’t have intervened. I feel like a horrible person for saying that, but I probably would have turned my back and walked away, thinking it wasn’t my business.”
 
   “But you couldn’t do that to me? Why?” Hope flooded through Adelaide, hope that he might have felt something for her, something that led him to want to marry her on the spot.
 
   He dipped the rag into the water again, tinting it a dark pink from her blood. “I could say it was because I felt obligated, because Stella and Billy sent that letter on my behalf. Without my knowledge, but still that wasn't your fault.”
 
   Adelaide inhaled a long breath of disappointment.
 
   “But that wouldn’t be the entire truth,” he continued. “I could say I married you on the spot to finally beat Salter at something, but that would be a lie.” He pressed the cloth to her palm and cleaned dirt and blood from her broken skin.
 
   “Then why?” she asked.
 
   He looked down at her for a moment then fixed his eyes on his task once again. “I think I saw something in you the moment you stepped onto that platform. I can’t explain it right now, ’cause I don’t really understand it myself. ” He quirked his head and touched his fingers to her wrist. “Does it still hurt? Your pulse is charging like a herd of buffalo.”
 
   She cleared her throat and steadied her breathing. “I’m fine.”
 
   He dipped the rag and attended to her other hand. Silence filled the room, making her feel more and more guilty. Here he was being open and honest with her, but she hadn’t given him anything. The least she could do was tell him something about herself.
 
   “I left Boston when I lost my job. The factory where I was working burned down.”
 
   He shifted on the bed and edge a little closer. “So you needed money and someone to take care of you?”
 
   “No.” Adelaide sighed. “That wouldn’t have been a problem for me.”
 
   He nodded. “I’d suspected you were from money. I mean, you’re well spoken and your clothes are of a finer quality than the ones worn by women here.” John dropped the rag on the table and tore some strips of clean dry linen. “Keep these bandages on your hands until the blisters scab over.” Securing the last strip around her hand, he picked up a bowl of stew. “I think I should feed you. You’re not going to be able to hold anything for a few days.”
 
   She shifted higher in the bed. The tomato-y smell of the gravy made her stomach growl. “Aren’t you going to ask why I came if I didn't need money, or why I was working in a factory?”
 
   “As I said, I won’t push. You can share what you want. I hope you’ll eventually trust me enough to tell me everything, but I must admit my imagination is probably more frightening than reality.” He held out a spoonful of stew for her. The hearty flavor tasted amazingly fresh.
 
   She swallowed and smiled. “That’s really good.”
 
   “Yup. You’ll meet Cook tomorrow.” He held another spoonful to her lips, but she didn’t take it this time. “I left because I didn’t want to marry the man I was promised to.”
 
   John held the spoon perfectly still, not giving any indication of his thoughts.
 
   “I―”
 
   “Don’t need to explain,” he finished for her. “Now eat.” He shoved the spoonful into her mouth. “I’m glad you didn’t marry him.” He set her bowl down and took a few bites of his own. Horses neighed outside the window. “I’ll have Stella get you a bath so you can clean up. Do you have another dress?”
 
   She nodded. “I have one other.”
 
   “If you’d like, and if you feel up to it, perhaps we can take a walk together after supper. There’s a great spot to watch the sunset.” He took a cloth, dipped it in water, and wiped her cheeks and chin. “That’s a little better. I’ll let Stella do the rest for now.”
 
   The way he said for now made her belly flutter in anticipation.
 
   He dabbed at the corner of her mouth. “I’m not good at saying what I mean, but I can say this with certainty. You are beautiful.”
 
   Wanting to connect with her husband, to make him understand that she wouldn’t run from him, that she wanted to give them a chance, she shot forward. Ignoring the pain between her shoulder blades, she pressed her lips to his cheek.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   The workday had never gone so slowly. The memory of Adelaide’s dress, falling to the floor last night, robbed his mind of clear thoughts. He’d nearly fallen off his horse twice and almost hammered his hand to a fence post.
 
   John shook his head. He needed to remain focused on work. He’d already had to cut a cow out of Salter’s devil wire twirled around the poles bordering their lands. The blasted fence Salter installed choked his land, threatening to lose him his cattle deal with Randall from Texas.
 
   He dismounted then passed the reins of his horse to Noah and headed for the house. Usually, he’d be ready to collapse into bed after supper, but not today. At the first sight of Adelaide in a pale green dress standing on the front porch, a jolt of energy reinvigorated him. He neared the house, his eyes drawn to her full, pink lips. He’d like to feel them against his. The quick sweep of their softness against his cheek had only made him want more.
 
   How’d he get so lucky, being wed to such a beautiful woman?
 
   The sight of the bandages on her hands made him shudder. The perfect softness had been marred from hard labor, labor she’d chosen to do on her own. Maybe it was time to accept that not all women wanted to live the easy life. His sister’d had a rough life, so he couldn’t blame her, but she’d never taken to chores or hard work. Stella was right. Adelaide was unique.
 
   He brushed the dirt from his pants, deciding he needed to look proper tonight. He approached Adelaide with the friendliest smile he could conjure, but it felt awkward, tight. “I’m gonna clean up and then I’ll be back for supper. If you’re still up for that walk, we can head out after that.”
 
   “I’d like that,” she said with a light tone.
 
   “How’s your hands?” He checked one, lifting the bandage and peeking under it, then the other, though more so he’d have an excuse to touch her again than to check her wounds.
 
   “They're much better, thank you. I’ll be ready to work tomorrow.”
 
   “That’s not happening. Those hands need a week or so before you’ll be able to do much with them.”
 
   She sighed and stuck out her bottom lip like a petulant child. Stomping her foot, she said, “I’ll go insane if I have to sit still that long.”
 
   He leaned in and whispered, “Then we’ll have to find something to occupy your time.” He pressed his lips to her earlobe. The smell of roses covered her face and hair, tantalizing his senses.
 
   She gasped.
 
   Smiling, he left her on the front porch and hurried to clean up. Stella must’ve read his mind because the tub was already filled with warm water and his clothes were laid out on the bed. She’d picked out his nicer shirt and trousers that weren’t stained or had holes in them.
 
   He managed to clean up faster than a dog chasing a rabbit and returned to the main room. Stella whistled. “Wow, you clean up nice.”
 
   “You sure do.” Adelaide’s soft voice touched his soul and hope flooded him like he’d not felt in years.
 
   “Thought it was such a nice night you might enjoy a picnic.” Stella handed him a basket covered with a kitchen cloth. “You know that spot near the watering hole on the corner of our property? That’s a nice, private spot.”
 
   A blush coated Adelaide’s face and throat. She turned and headed for the door. “I would enjoy the fresh air.”
 
   They’d have to endure the men hootin’ and hollerin’ at them on the way, but he had a feeling she’d be worth it. The afternoon sun had dipped beyond the hills, leaving the temperature much more pleasant. He led her to the barn where Billy had saddled his most docile horse, Clementine. He helped her up. “You okay?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He hopped up behind her and wrapped his arms around her thin waist, hooking the basket to the saddle horn. His chest pressed to her back and his arms relished her body so close to his. She stiffened in his embrace.
 
   “Don’t worry. I won’t let you fall.” He tightened his arms around her and directed the horse out the barn door. As he’d suspected, cackles from the men echoed across the open landscape. “Don’t mind them. It's a bit embarrassing, but they’re harmless.”
 
   To his delight, she laughed and waved goodbye to the men. The woman was fearless and bold.
 
    She rested her hands on top of his holding the reins and her finger traced a line from his thumb to the end of his pinky. His skin erupted in bumps at her touch and his heart pounded so hard he was sure she felt it hammering on her back.
 
   “Thanks for not being angry with me,” Adelaide said softly.
 
   What? “Why would I be angry with you?”
 
   She quirked her head to one side and half-shrugged. “Don’t know. I just seem to have that effect on men.”
 
   He felt the same familiar anger scratching at his insides. “What do you mean?” The view of the open range, with the snowcapped mountains in the distance, didn’t stave his rising anger as they usually did. His attempt at keeping a calm tone failed, and he hoped he hadn’t frightened her. He knew exactly what she meant, though. He’d seen it. Men tended to treat women like property and he couldn’t stand that.
 
   “It isn’t important right now. I’m just glad you don’t anger easily. Trust me, I can test a man’s patience.”
 
   He lifted one hand to her chin and nudged it back so he could see her eyes. “I can promise you that I’ll never lay my hand on you out of anger. I fired a man before, ran him off my land when he slapped a young woman in town. My men know I have no tolerance for such behavior.”
 
   Her eyes smoldered in the muted light and her lips parted slightly. He inhaled her rose scent and cupped the nape of her neck.
 
   Clementine ambled on the path without much need for guidance, and he was glad. All his attention fell on the woman in front of him, her beautiful, flawless skin and bright eyes. He leaned into her and captured her lips, tasting paradise. The warm, gentle yet hungry stroke of her tongue excited him. She leaned into him, surrendering herself to his attentions. A hunger he’d never felt before engulfed his body in need and he was tempted to stop the horse, throw down the blanket and have her there on the side of the path.
 
   The stroking of their tongues and the pressure of her lips drove him to madness. When his hand slipped to the side of her neck, she broke from him, her eyes wide and her breathing labored. Her hand shot to her neck, but she winced when she grabbed his wrist.
 
   “I didn’t mean to push,” he rasped, his body still claimed by passion.
 
   “It’s not that. I…”
 
   He waited for her to continue, but she only looked away. “Let’s get to that spot. I did promise you a beautiful sunset and some great food.”
 
   Almost instantly, he could feel the tension leave her.
 
   But what had he done to upset her to begin with? This was new territory for her, to be sure, but she'd seemed fine with kissing him. The feel of her body against his, the way she responded to his kiss told him she wanted him, but then why did she pull away? Perhaps something from her past kept her at a distance from men. Like how he kept his distance from the saloon.
 
   No, he wouldn’t think of someone harming Adelaide. They'd just met, but she was his wife and he’d protect her no matter what.
 
   “What are you thinking about? You grew so quiet. I didn’t mean to offend you. That kiss was… It took my breath away.” Adelaide leaned into him.
 
   He pressed his lips to the fragrant hair at the back of her head. “I agree.”
 
   “Then what troubles you?”
 
   “You're pretty straightforward, aren't you? Most women speak in riddles. But I like how direct you are.”
 
   “That’s funny. My directness usually gets me into trouble.” She sighed and rested her head against his shoulder. “The man I was promised to in Boston… I’m afraid I angered him often, yet I couldn’t seem to hold my tongue. There was one time he got upset but it wasn't even for something I'd said. I attended a party with him but had a blemish on my face. He said it embarrassed him that I wasn’t perfect, so he told me if it happened again to not even show up. When I told him he was being ridiculous and I'd go out if I wished, he got angry.”
 
   “He hit you?” John asked, gritting his teeth.
 
   “Yes, but it was the first and last time he touched me. I knew my life with him wouldn’t be pleasant. That’s why I left and decided I was better off marrying a stranger. I figured it was worth taking a chance than to marry someone I knew would be horrible to me the rest of my life.”
 
   He wrapped his arms around her and squeezed her to his chest. “You’re so brave. Like no other woman I’ve ever known.”
 
   “I don’t know that I’m brave, I just knew I had to leave. Brave would’ve been telling my family I was leaving, but instead I just sent a letter. I was afraid they’d stop me and force me to marry Horst Chatgonwitz.”
 
   “And then you get off the train and run into Salter.” John fisted his hands, fighting the urge to race across his land and pummel Salter right then.
 
   “Yes, I’m not sure which man would’ve been worse to marry.” Adelaide’s voice sounded distant.
 
   “Well, good thing you married me instead. I can’t make a lot of promises, but I can promise that you're safe here and you always will be. Beyond that, I can only hope you'll grow to like it here.”
 
   “I already do. I’m glad you were the one I married, John Rivers.”
 
   Her words poured happiness into the empty void that had been consuming him for several years. For the first time since childhood, he dared to believe in love and family.
 
   They crested the hill and she gasped. “This is breathtaking. I wish I had my paints. I’ll have to return once my hands heal. If you don’t mind.”
 
   He hopped down from Clementine and grasped Adelaide’s tiny waist. “Why would I mind?”
 
   She slid from the horse and stood in front of him, more beautiful than the scenery around them. “I know it’s a waste of time to paint, but I enjoy it.”
 
   “I’m not sure anything you enjoy doing is a waste of time. It brings you happiness, right?” When she nodded, he continued, "So, how can happiness be a waste of time?"
 
   He untied the picnic basket from the saddle horn and almost took her hand in his. He longed to stroll hand in hand with Adelaide but knew her palms would still be too painful to touch, so he slid his arm around her waist. To his delight, she returned the gesture.
 
   Picking a spot on the grassy knoll, he opened the basket and laid the thin blanket down then sat by Adelaide to watch the sun dip below the mountain peaks in the distance. Shadows spread across the rolling hills and rocky valleys, closing them off in their own little world.
 
   The cloth bandage had pulled loose from around her hand, so he tucked it back in. “I’ll check your wounds in the morning.”
 
   “It's fine. I’ll tend to them, or have Stella help me.”
 
   John quirked an eyebrow at her. “I don’t mind.”
 
   Adelaide shrugged. “I'm sure you have more important things to worry about. Besides, it’ll be ugly, dried skin in the morning.”
 
   He lifted her hands to his mouth and kissed her knuckles. “I don’t care what they look like as long as they don’t cause you pain. And you may be new around here but you're still an important part of this ranch. You could easily put some of my boys out of a job.” He chuckled lightly, but to his surprise tears pooled at the corner of her eyes, tugging at his heart. What had he said? Stella had told him to watch that. “I’m sorry. I warned you I wasn’t good with words.”
 
   “Your words are perfect.” She blinked her tears away and glanced at the horizon. “I can’t believe there are no buildings to block this view. It feels freeing, like anything is possible.” She tucked her chin to her chest. “That must sound foolish to you.”
 
   Her words lightened his heart and brought back memories of the first time he'd seen the views from this place. With a gentle touch, he nudged her chin higher. “No, not at all. You sound as I did when I first arrived here.”
 
   “Really? Did you come from a city also?”
 
   He chuckled. “No. I’m from a farm in Kansas.”
 
   She scooted closer and tucked her legs under her, leaning her body toward him. “It must’ve been nice there, too.”
 
   He trailed a finger from her jaw to her shoulder and down her arm then traced the thin lace that decorated her sleeve until he reached her wrist. She shivered under his touch and her lips parted.
 
   “No, not so much. There weren’t any long range views since the forests were more dense. . Plus, we were poor and starving. When my parents died, I thought I’d find gold and make my fortune in a heartbeat. But I ended up driving cattle up here to Glendive. On my second trip, I stayed.”
 
   “That’s how you ended up working for Salter?”
 
   He tensed but fought his emotions back down, not wanting to startle Adelaide. He needed to protect her, not frighten her with his lust for revenge and justice. “Yes, but I knew I wanted more. Some of the men were unhappy, so as soon as I was able to save enough money to buy this land, I hired them and started raising my own cattle.”
 
   “You’ve done well. You should be proud of yourself.”
 
   That deep pit in his belly that always squeezed his insides into a knot pained him. “Don’t know about that. ’Fraid I let many people down in the process.”
 
   She touched his face with tentative fingers, the tips grazing his chin. “You mean your sister?”
 
   His breath caught in his lungs and he couldn’t speak. The pain was still as fresh as the day he’d found her dead in that God-forsaken room at the saloon, so he nodded.
 
   “Stella told me. I’m so sorry you lost her, but it wasn’t your fault. You’re a good man. I don’t know why I believe that when I barely know you, but I do. I think you’re the first good man I’ve met besides my father and my friend’s husband.”
 
   He saw the grief in her eyes. “I’m glad you’re here with me. The idea of a man harming you…” The words wouldn’t form on his lips. Images of the bruises marring his sister’s face charged his resolve to remain in the present. That familiar tugging at him to fall to the anger grabbed hold.
 
   "What was her name?" Adelaide asked softly.
 
   “Laura. My sister’s name was Laura.”
 
   Adelaide sat up on her knees and faced him. “As your wife, I hope I can soothe some of your pain.” Before he could respond, she captured him in her embrace. “I hope to make you happy,” she whispered. Her warm breath brushed his face then her lips arrived, a soft, goose-feather touch.
 
   The images of his past faded, and for once, his hands didn’t slip to his gun. Instead, they found Adelaide’s hips. He rose to his knees and guided her closer to him. Her chest pressed to his, capturing his body in a heated embrace. Afraid he'd scare her like a newborn calf, he eased his tongue between her lips and tasted sweet heaven.
 
   The last of the light faded. Animals howled in the distance and night air cooled, but they remained warm, exploring their newfound closeness.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Adelaide opened the bedroom door to the smell of bacon and eggs, and the sight of John sitting at the dining table. She smiled. This was going to be an excellent day.
 
   He stood from the table and kissed her forehead. “Good morning.”
 
   “Good morning,” Adelaide said, her body already responding to his touch. She’d never experienced this kind of longing for a man before. It was exciting and terrifying at the same time, the emotions rolling into one lump in her belly.
 
   “You look beautiful. If you’re up for it, I thought I’d take the day off and drive you into town to buy some material for new clothes and any other things you might need.”
 
   “You are?” Adelaide and Stella asked in unison.
 
   “Yes. Why not?” John sat her by his side.
 
   “No reason," Stella said, “except you’ve never taken a day off in your life. You sure the homestead won’t burn to the ground while you’re gone?” She gave him a mocking smile.
 
   John shook his head and turned his attention to Adelaide’s hands. “Let’s take a look at your palms.” He gently uncoiled the bandages and eyed the red, new skin and drying, wrinkled flesh. She wanted to pull her hand away to hide the ugliness, afraid he'd discard her for being imperfect, but he kept a tight grip on her fingers. “They are healing nicely. You might even be able to take the bandages off tomorrow to let them dry out, but we should keep them protected while we’re in town today.”
 
   Stella set two plates in front of them. “You did a number on yourself, that’s for sure. I think your days of mending fences is over.”
 
   “I just wanted to help. I can’t just sit around and let others do all the work. It’s why I worked in the factory. I couldn’t be the socialite my stepfather wanted me to be. I wanted a purpose and friends and independence.”
 
   John carefully rewrapped the bandages. “And they were going to force you to marry a man and give that up? That shouldn’t happen. Women should have a choice. It's their life, after all.”
 
   Adelaide longed to feel his lips against hers once more, but settled for their knees touching under the table. “You believe women should be allowed to work and not have to marry to survive?” She held her breath, waiting to hear what he truly meant. No man believed women should have rights like that. Well, not since her father.
 
   “Yes, if that's what they want. But you don’t need to work that hard. Not anymore.” He tapped her nose with a fingertip, scooped up a clump of eggs, and shoved them into her mouth. “I’m here to take care of you now.”
 
   She chewed quickly, unable to resist breaking the number one rule any proper lady should abide by opening her mouth to speak before she swallowed. “And I will care for you.”
 
   He smiled. “Yes, and you will care for me.” He shoved another forkful of breakfast into her mouth before she had a chance to speak again. “But no more building fences, agreed?”
 
   She nodded and, using her fingertips, lifted a cup to her lips to sip fresh milk.
 
   “I’ll meet you at the buggy when you're ready and we’ll head out. Stella, can you prepare a picnic lunch for us?” He stood and whispered, “She's not Cook, but it should be edible.”
 
   “I heard that.” Stella scowled. “You want to make dinner tonight?”
 
   “No, ma’am.”
 
   “Then I suggest you say thank you and be on your way.”
 
   “How long did Cook say he’d have to extend his trip?” John asked.
 
   “Don’t never you mind. He’ll be here when he gets here. He needs to be home caring for his ma right now.”
 
   “Understood.” He kissed the top of Adelaide's head and disappeared out the door.
 
   Adelaide took a few more sips of her milk then carefully lifted the plates to clear them from the table. “I’m afraid I can't wash them for you, since I need to keep my bandages dry.” Her words made her feel guilty. She'd been trying to help out by mending the fence, but she just ended up creating more concern for the people here.
 
   “Thank you, child. Now, go spend some of that boy’s money. Let him spoil you. He’ll like that. Oh, and the new Mrs. Donahue has something special for you at the mercantile. I ordered it through her husband.”
 
   Adelaide set the dishes down beside the wash basin and cocked her head at Stella. “I don’t understand. Why would Mrs. Donahue have something for me when I don't even know who she is?”
 
   “Because she runs the mercantile, child. My husband and I ordered something through their store and it came in. I thought it would make for a great wedding present. They say it’ll get a man’s attention.” She wagged her eyebrows and Adelaide gasped.
 
   “What are you speaking about?”
 
   Stella dried her hands and hooked her arm through Adelaide’s with a mischievous smile. With a quick step to the door, she shoved Adelaide forward. “Go enjoy. It’s just something from Paris. We thought you might like the latest fashion.”
 
   A breath of relief released from her lungs. She'd assumed by Stella's smile that it was something indecent, but it was probably just a hat. They were all the rage back in Boston. But to order one from France? “Paris? You shouldn’t have purchased something so extravagant.” The cost alone just to have something shipped from across the Atlantic was heavy, not to mention that Parisian fashions were expensive. The French loved to use extravagant and hard-to-come-by materials in their garments. Her stepfather had suffocated her in yards of fabric, dressing her up like a Parisian doll to show off to his socialite friends when he'd married her mother.
 
   “It wasn’t much.”
 
   She didn’t like the way Stella glanced down at the floor when she'd said much. It had to have been more than she could afford. Perhaps she could send it back. No, that would be rude. “Thank you, Stella. And thank Billy for me.”
 
   “You can thank me by smilin’ a little. And getting that hair up off your neck. It’s not practical to wear it down all the time, with it being so dry and dusty here. You’d look mighty pretty with your hair up. Have John get you some hair pins while you're in town.”
 
   Adelaide scooted toward the door. “I like it down. Perhaps when I’m working. Can I get you anything from town?”
 
   “No, dear. Now, get before that man changes his mind.” Stella gently pushed her through the door, shutting it behind her.
 
   “You ready?” John stood by the buckboard with a smile that could wrangle any woman into riding with him into town. Or all the way to the Pacific for that matter. His hat sat just right on his head, and his thumbs hooked on his belt made him look like something from the cover of a dime novel, dangerous yet intriguing.
 
   Adelaide joined him by the wagon. “Yes.”
 
   His hands slipped to her waist and lifted her onto the seat with ease. That strange fluttering in her belly returned, making her feel as if her stomach was left on the ground while her body perched straight on the seat. Was this what Mary spoke of when she'd met Samuel? Perhaps she could love this man she’d married.
 
   “You comfortable?” John asked before the reins snapped and the horses trotted onto the path they’d taken from town the night before last.
 
   “Yes. I’m well. You positive you can be away all day? I’m fine with what I have. I don’t need much.”
 
   John shook his head. “I really can't figure out where you came from. Most women I’ve known are always looking to have more. My sister always eyed any pretty dress or material we’d stumble upon.”
 
   That dip in his tone made her yearn to fix his heartache for him. She touched his arm with the back of her hand, and he glanced down at her with a smile. Dust from the road spun behind the wheels, filling the air with a haze, but he drove slow and not much dust settled on her dark dress.
 
   "What kind of material do you think you'd like?” John asked.
 
   “I’m afraid I’m not much for fashion. Clothes should be practical and easy to move in." Stain-resistant, too, she thought. There had been countless times her mother had scolded her for getting paint on her clothes. “I feel bad since Stella and Billy bought something for me from Paris. I’m supposed to pick it up in town from a Mrs. Donahue.”
 
   “From Paris and it’s already here?” He chuckled. “They had been planning this for a while.”
 
   Adelaide wanted their circumstances to be different, but there was no changing the past. All she could do was hope they’d get past it. “I hope you don’t feel too much regret for saving me from Salter. I admit I feel guilty you had to sacrifice your way of living to keep me safe.” She gnawed on the corner of her bottom lip, trying to keep her emotions under control.
 
   He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and snuggled her into his side. “Let me tell you something about Stella. She knows what I need before I even know I need something.”
 
   She swallowed the lump of anxiety lodged in her throat. “Really?”
 
   He pressed his lips to her forehead. “Really. The woman never gets it wrong. Trust me. I swear she has some sort of special gift. Despite her and Billy never having little ones of their own, she’s probably the best mother I’ve ever known.”
 
   Adelaide wanted to ask more about his family, to know everything about this man, but now wasn't the time. Not when the sun reflected off the canyons and a pleasant breeze swooped between rock formations. Not when the smell of leather and fresh soap mixed with the new sense of freedom she'd found with John by her side. And most of all, not with John’s arm around her.
 
   They drove to town talking the entire time, speaking freely about things of the past, how they felt now, and their dreams for the future. It wasn’t until they pulled into the center of town that Adelaide even realized how long they’d been traveling.
 
   He tied the reins around the brake and hopped down. “Let’s head to the mercantile first. While you look for fabrics, I’ll go take care of a few things then come to get you.”
 
   Adelaide scooted to the edge and savored the heat of his hands on her hips as he lowered her down to the ground. He slid her hand through the crook of his elbow and they sauntered along the wooden walkway to the mercantile.
 
   The town wasn’t busy like Boston, but there were still a lot of people. The sounds from the saloon reached her ears, but it was muffled by the clopping of horse hooves and gentlemen laughing outside a gold mining store.
 
   “I see his new bride has made some changes to the store already,” John said when they reached the door to the mercantile. He pointed to the door's window draped with white lace curtains. A silver bell jingled overhead and all the patrons turned, the store falling silent. Three women, all ones she recognized from the train, stared. Adelaide tucked her hair around her neck, worried they’d seen her scar, but after a moment she realized they weren’t staring at her, but at John. Her stomach tightened and she held tight to him, not sure why they were so distracted by him.
 
   Becca, the friend she'd met on the train, sauntered past a shelf of spices and waved.
 
   John tipped his hat to her. “Howdy, Mrs. Donahue. I hear that Stella has something she ordered for my Adelaide here.”
 
   The way he said my Adelaide made her pulse quicken and a smile claimed her lips.
 
   “Oh yes, I do have a package. How are you doing?” Becca rounded the counter and Adelaide realized she looked different. Her hair was tucked neatly into a bun and she wore an apron as opposed to her blue dress and bonnet. But it was more than that.
 
   John removed his hat and placed it to his chest. “Could you please help her find anything she needs? Fabric, dresses, whatever she wishes. I need to take care of a few things and then I’ll be back.”
 
   Adelaide had to force herself to let John go. She didn’t want to stay here alone. She didn’t care about new clothes, she only wanted to stay by his side on this beautiful day.
 
   “I won’t be long. Please, don't hesitate to get anything you want or need. I want you to be comfortable at the homestead.”
 
   Adelaide nodded. “I’ll get some material to make some more practical clothes.”
 
   “If you wish, but remember, you don’t need to work.”
 
   She crossed her arms over her chest, but he held his hands up in surrender.
 
   “I know. You want to work and I know better than to try and stop you, but we had a deal for the next week.”
 
   “Agreed.”
 
   “Good.” He kissed her on the cheek. “Please make sure she has a nice dress for Sundays," he said to Becca. "Not that anything could make her prettier.”
 
   “I think Stella was wrong about one thing,” Adelaide said.
 
   John’s brow arched over his eye in a playful wiggle. “Really? What’s that?”
 
   “You aren’t so bad with words.”
 
   He laughed, hearty and full. She could still hear his laughter even after he'd closed the mercantile door. Almost instantly, the three women swooped in around her. Becca remained behind the counter, rummaging through some packages, but her eyes were fixed on the others.
 
   “You’re hurt? My husband told me that John Rivers is an odd one. He’s mean and angers easily.” A young blonde girl with a blue frilly dress held her arm. “Oh, no. Look, girls. What did he do to your hands?”
 
   “Nothing. I did that.” Adelaide tried to tuck her hands behind her back, but the large woman with a plump face that she'd seen on the train kept hold of her arm.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “I repaired a fence, but my hands weren’t used to that kind of labor, I guess.”
 
   All three gasped in unison. “Then it's true. He’s working you and making you do unspeakable things.”
 
   “What? No, you have it all wrong. He’s a gentle and kind man. He isn’t like that at all.” She straightened and yanked her hands away. “I assure you, my husband is an amazing man. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” Adelaide held her chin high, not giving the ladies an opportunity to quiz her or accuse her husband any further, and hurried between a table of ornate ceramics and a box of sack cloth to join Becca in the corner. “I’m ready, if you please.”
 
   “Of course. Follow me to the storage room and we’ll retrieve your package. Sorry, I’m still getting used to where things are stored.”
 
   Adelaide scooted between large sacks of flour and a tall rake. Along the wall were bolts of various fabrics. Most were conservative and would make nice skirts, others were busy and too much for her taste. She rounded the corner and took the package from Becca’s hands. “Well, I guess I should open it, in case I need shoes or a shirt or something to go with what they ordered.”
 
   Becca squeezed her arm. “Thank you for your patience. I want to show my husband that I can do this. I haven’t been doing so well, but I think I can do this job so that he doesn’t have to work so hard.”
 
   “Give it time. We’re all adjusting to our new lives. You’ll do great.” Adelaide managed to untie the thin twine without too much discomfort and unfurled the paper. Inside, she discovered sheer material, too sheer and too thin. She eyed the lace around the neckline and realized this wasn’t a normal dress.
 
   “It’s for your husband,” Becca said quietly.
 
   “I don’t think John…” Realization broke through her innocence and heat flooded her cheeks, neck, chest, all over her body. She clumsily rewrapped the package and tucked it under her arm. “I see. I think it best if we concentrate on some fabrics that’ll be strong enough to withstand working on the homestead.” She remembered the tears and rips along the skirt of her black dress. She’d tried to mend it, but it would never be suitable to wear in public again.
 
   “Over here, I have several lighter weight fabrics for summer use, but you'll probably want to look at the heavier ones for winter wear as well.”
 
   They shuffled through the store and Adelaide picked enough material for three different work skirts and some tops. She added some undergarments, shoes, and rose water. It was the one fragrance she'd loved since she was young.
 
   The three women finally purchased their items and left the store, much to Adelaide's relief.
 
   After setting her things on the counter, her eyes settled on the lilac dress displayed in the window.
 
   “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Becca rushed to the front and turned it around so Adelaide could admire it.
 
   “Yes, it is exquisite, but I have no need for such fine clothes.”
 
   Becca began to unfasten the dress from the mannequin. “Mr. Rivers did say he wanted you to have some clothes for church. And my husband tells me there are quite a few social events during the summer months. Barn-raises, charity auctions, church picnics. You’ll be the envy of those women in this dress.”
 
   “I couldn’t. Please, it’s too much.”
 
   “No, it’s not. You would look beautiful in such a dress,” a familiar voice said from behind her. Prickles formed on her arms and legs. It wasn’t a kind voice like John’s, or gentle like her father’s. It sounded malicious and disturbing. She froze but couldn’t ignore the buffalo-sized lump in her belly, warning her to move away. The door chimed as it swung shut, but Adelaide couldn’t look.
 
   “Mr. Salter.” Becca stopped removing the garment, her gaze jumping from Adelaide to Salter and back. “What can I get for you?”
 
   “That dress, I believe. Let’s see.” He circled Adelaide like a vulture, no doubt waiting for the last hope in her heart to die. The sounds of his boots against the floor stopped in front of her and she managed to stare straight into his eyes. She wouldn’t back down. She wouldn’t let this man scare her.
 
   “That won’t be necessary. I decided against it.” She turned to face the counter. “Mrs. Donahue, if you please. I’d like you to wrap my items so I can be on my way." Adelaide forced the calm she didn’t feel to remain on her face. “If you’ll excuse me, sir.”
 
   “Come on, ma’am. You can’t pass up a dress like that. You definitely have the body for it.” He stepped closer. “I remember when little Laura Rivers came in here the first time, with her eyes large and her small lip trembling in anticipation. But sadly, her big brother couldn’t afford what she wanted. Seems he has difficulty taking care of his women.” He closed the space between them. “Don’t worry, I bought dresses for her. I bought a lot of things for her. Took care of her the way John never could, and I can take care of you. We can make you a widow by nightfall.”
 
   Adelaide would have slapped him across the face if it wouldn’t have caused her more pain than it would him.
 
   “That dress would fit you in all the right places, and that lace around the neck…” He brushed the hair behind her shoulder before she could stop him. His hand stilled on her hair, he held tight. “What’s this?”
 
   She pressed her palms to his chest to shove him away, but squealed in pain.
 
   “Does your husband know you’re damaged goods? That someone already branded you as his woman?”
 
   She squirmed, but his grip on her hair only clenched tighter. She stomped on his foot with the heel of her boot, but he only laughed.
 
   “At least I know where your fire comes from now. That's one ugly scar. You better come home with me. I'll still bed you, even if your husband won't.”
 
   “You’ll unhand my wife, Salter,” John’s voice boomed through the shop.
 
   Becca dove into action, hurrying around the counter. “Let’s calm things down, now. No reason to get into a situation you’ll both regret. Neither of you would want to spend the night in the pokey.”
 
   “I think I’ll take my chances,” Salter snarled.
 
   “Did I mention Sheriff Greggor headed back east?" John said. "His pa died and he inherited some property. Left this morning. Doesn't sound like he'll be coming back either. His deputy's taking over.”
 
   Something flashed across Salter’s face. Fear?
 
   Adelaide took the opportunity to twist out of his grip.
 
   Recovering quickly, Salter sneered. “I hope you can get a refund, John.”
 
   Adelaide stood in the middle of the store between the two men. One, a monster who spoke her worst fears, and the other, a dream that would no doubt be repulsed by her appearance. But she knew she could hide it no longer.
 
   “Did you bed her in the dark, so you wouldn’t have to look at it?” Salter reached for Adelaide, but she quickly stepped away from him.
 
   Seeing the confusion on John’s face, she tucked her hair behind her ear and turned her head. He looked at her a moment then gently pulled her to his side.
 
   “Go near my wife again and you’ll be the deformed one.”
 
   Deformed? His words pierced her chest, driving straight through her. She tried to fight the overwhelming emotions swarming her, but her lip trembled.
 
   “Besides, I love her mark. It is a sign of beauty. One that shows just how brave and strong my wife is.” John pressed his lips to her neck. She felt the pressure even if she couldn’t feel the heat of his kiss through the dreadful scar. Tears streaked down her face despite her attempt to keep them at bay.
 
   Salter stormed out of the store, but she knew he’d return to make trouble eventually. Men like that always did.
 
   John turned her to face him. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “I wanted to, but I couldn’t. I’m sorry. You deserve better than a girl…deformed by hideous scars. But…” More tears streamed down her face.
 
   “It wasn't that man who did this, was it?” John asked.
 
   She shook her head, unable to speak beyond the sobs racking her body.
 
   "It was from the fire at her factory in Boston,” Becca said. “She told me about it on the train here, how she’d gotten those burns by saving her friend from the fire.” Becca handed her a handkerchief. “I was so nervous coming here, facing a future with a man I’d never met, but your story gave me courage, Adelaide."
 
   He rubbed her arms. “You should have told me. You can tell me anything.” His fingers grazed her chin then her collarbone, and finally her neck. “Beautiful. All of you is beautiful.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   John bathed out at the bunkhouse, dressed and combed his hair then headed to the main house for dinner, as he’d done every day for the last two weeks. The evening air invigorated him, and the thought of seeing Adelaide for the first time since breakfast made him feel like a child on his first hunt. His feet were light, and he whistled as he passed the framing they’d started on the addition to the house. It would be bigger, room for children, but not overdone like Salter's house. No, he wanted a warm home, healthy children, and a beautiful, loving wife. Adelaide didn’t disappoint there.
 
   He passed by his men with a nod, ignoring their teasing. Everyone knew he went back to the bunkhouse each night, no matter how late it was. It didn’t matter that they were married, they’d only known each other for a short while. He wanted to give Adelaide time to adjust, despite his own needs and wants. And boy, did he want Adelaide.
 
   “Enjoy your wife.” Charlie said.
 
   “Hey, aren’t the walls supposed to be up by now on my house?” John retorted.
 
   Charlie shrugged. “Can’t. Billy said to wait for him to return from Butte.”
 
   John scratched his head. “Isn’t this his second trip this week to Butte?”
 
   Charlie threw another log on the camp fire. “Yep.”
 
   John shook his head, Billy never traveled to Butte twice in a week. Heck, he didn’t travel there twice in a month.
 
   John took the front steps two at a time up to the front porch and opened the door to Adelaide’s beautiful smile and inhaled deeply. Her hair was tied up for the first time. “You look beautiful tonight,” he breathed.
 
   She threw her arms around him and kissed him deeply, longingly. Her soft body pressed to his, her fingers raking through his hair. Lately, her vigor was becoming too much for him if he was going to remain a gentleman. He broke the kiss. “Whoa. What was that for?”
 
   “I missed you,” she mewled, her long lashes batting at him in a way that could make a man go stupid.
 
   “I missed you, too.” He caressed the soft skin of her cheek and enjoyed their closeness, but when his fingers reached her scar, she brushed his hand away. “You shouldn’t worry about the scars. You’re beautiful, the most beautiful woman in all of Dawson County.”
 
   She smiled. “You make me believe I can actually be around others with my hair up and my head high.”
 
   He cupped her face in his hands. “You can. You win every man’s eye the minute you walk in a room.”
 
   She shook her head. “And you said you didn’t know how to speak to women.”
 
   John brushed his thumb across her lips, longing to taste her sweetness again. “No, I said Stella told me that.”
 
   Adelaide took him by the hand, the way she had every day since her palms had healed. “Come sit. I know you worked hard today. The men came back griping about how much you pushed them.”
 
   “We’re trying to figure out how to keep our cattle healthy and have enough land for the Texans to use, all while dealing with the largest water source being cut off. Salter keeps buying out more and more homesteaders. If he keeps this up, we're going to have issues.”
 
   Adelaide’s hands slipped to his shoulders and she massaged them as if she knew exactly where he needed her touch.
 
   “I know women aren’t supposed to have an opinion on business, but…” She seemed to hesitate, still reluctant to offer her opinions despite his insisting that she can tell him anything.
 
   "But?" he encouraged.
 
   "I’ve been painting more and more of the landscapes around here and I’ve noticed a larger water source to the west of us."
 
   "That's Wilson’s land, but why would he allow us to use it?”
 
   Adelaide kissed his cheek. “Well, it's not fenced off, right? So there's a good chance he's good with your cattle coming onto his land. That and the last time I was in town, Becca told me Wilson's about as fond of Salter as you are. He doesn’t want Salter taking over any more land. If Salter managed to choke you out, then Wilson will be next, right?”
 
   John turned on the bench. “Where did you come from?”
 
   Adelaide cocked her head to one side. A small curl fell over her cheek, accentuating her perfect face. “A train.”
 
   He laughed, unable to help it. The woman was so beautiful, intelligent, and kind, yet she didn’t realize how special she was. He swooped her into his arms and spun her around the room. “You’re amazing.”
 
   She giggled, light, fun, and intoxicating. “I think you were in the sun too long today.”
 
   He set her down on her feet. “Hey, speaking of sun. Billy said you painted him the most amazing picture of the sunrise over the canyon. Why does my right-hand man get a picture when you haven’t even shown your work to me?”
 
   She shrugged. “I wouldn’t call my work amazing. It’s just a hobby. One I shouldn’t be wasting so much time on. Perhaps if you let me ride with you—”
 
   “As much as I appreciate your brilliance, strength, and hard work, I can’t have you ride with my men when they go on roundups. They’d never focus on their work if you were around. Now, are you going to show me those paintings, or are you going to deny your husband?” The words slipped from his mouth before he realized what he’d said. “I mean, I…uh, can you just show me the pictures?”
 
   “Certainly." She smiled, but it didn't hold the same warmth it usually did. "They’re in the back room. Stella didn’t want them left in my room. She said they’d get messed up.” Adelaide crossed the room. “And I’m not the one denying,” she mumbled.
 
   He opened his mouth, but shut it again. What did she mean? Was she ready to fully accept him as her husband? No, she couldn’t be. It was too soon, and he didn’t want to ruin what they’d developed so far.
 
   Stella opened her bedroom door. “What’s all the ruckus about out here?”
 
   “Nothing. Sorry to disturb you.” He scrubbed his face and eyed the doorway Adelaide had disappeared through. “Hey, when’s that man of yours returning from Butte? Now isn’t the time to have him running off on family business. Cook’s already been gone a long time.”
 
   “He’ll be back tomorrow.”
 
   He sighed. “I hope so. Each time he runs off, the men lose focus. Sometimes I think he should be running this place instead of me.”
 
   “He don’t want your job. It’s too stressful.” She craned her neck out a little further. “Where’s Adelaide? Did you run that poor girl out of here already?”
 
   John sank into the chair near the fireplace. “No, she went to gather her paintings. I haven’t seen them yet.”
 
   “Oh, then you going to bed with your wife?”
 
   “Stella,” John scolded.
 
   She didn’t back down, though. Instead, she marched around the couch, stopping directly in front of him. “You listen to me. You’re a married man, and that girl’s been getting more and more anxious that you don’t want her because she’s too ugly with that burn mark on her neck. You get in there and be a husband. Show her how beautiful she is, don't just tell her. Words can become meaningless unless they’re backed up by actions, you dunderhead. Unless you don’t want to be with your wife.”
 
   John looked toward the back room, willing Adelaide to return. “You don’t know what you’re saying. I’m trying to be a gentleman. The woman just got here, and she’s still trying to adjust to having a husband and a new life.”
 
   “No, you saved the girl from a horrible life with Salter, only to reject her now. You don’t see that, do you?”
 
   “See what?” His agitation growing, he stood and paced around the kitchen table and benches, trying to keep his temper under control.
 
   “You won’t get close to Adelaide because you don’t want to lose nobody else. Well, you can’t live your life being afraid, or you ain’t gonna live at all.”
 
   “I didn’t mean to interrupt.” Adelaide’s voice broke his determination to prove Stella wrong. He turned to see her standing in the doorway and in that moment, he knew Stella was right. He couldn’t face losing her. He couldn’t face loving her with all his heart, only to have her ripped away from his life. Like his sister.
 
   Adelaide stepped forward and set the pictures on the table. “Stella, do you mind if I speak to John alone?”
 
   Stella didn’t say another word, just walked back to her room, the door clicking shut behind her.
 
   Adelaide took John’s hand and guided him to the arm chair in the living room then she sat on her knees before him. “John, I know what it’s like to lose someone. I know that same pain, the pain that you swear is going to eat at your insides until there's nothing left of you. I know the bitterness of facing the world when you feel like life shouldn’t continue. Most of all, I know that if we hide from pain, we’ll never truly feel loved. And I can’t imagine a better feeling.”
 
   John cleared his throat, freeing it of the lump that snowballed there. Adelaide sat in front of him bravely, her hair pulled back showing the world the mark he knew she wanted to hide. Her heart was already open to him when she’d only spent a short time with him.
 
   He took her hands in his and kissed each of them. “How could I sit here and be a coward when you're so brave? I’ve known you for less than a month, but I feel like if you left, I’d be lost forever. How do I face tomorrow and the day after and the day after that, knowing I will love you more than any other for the rest of my life? If my sister’s death made me hard and cold to the world, certainly losing you would make me a monster.”
 
   She squeezed his hands. “You could never be a monster. I’ve known monsters and you, sir, are not one.”
 
   He heaved a gulp of air and resigned himself to opening his heart, to allowing him to love her and face the future together. “Adelaide, I could never love another woman―” She slid her hands away, but he clutched them tighter. “―the way I’m growing to love you.”
 
   Tears pooled in her eyes and slid down her face. He kissed the saltiness from her cheeks and chin.
 
   “Perhaps together we can heal and love again,” he said, his voice sounding foreign and hoarse.
 
   She swiped her remaining tears away and stood. “We have all the time we want. When we’re ready then we’ll be husband and wife.” The rose aroma from her skin faded away as her distance from him increased. “You wanted to see my paintings, but some are missing. Stella might have moved them, but here are a few I finished today. They’re still a little damp.”
 
   He looked at the images on the papers and swore they were alive. “Dear Lord in Heaven, those are beyond words.”
 
   “You like them? You don’t think I’m wasting my time on pointless doodles all day?”
 
   “How could creating something so magnificent be a waste of time?” He shuffled through them, gently laying each one out on a separate spot on the hardwood table. “Did you spend a lot of time learning art as a child? Your mother must be proud.”
 
   Adelaide bowed her head, but not before he saw the flash of disappointment on her face. “She thought it was a waste, said she’d indulged me long enough when my pa was alive. That it was time for me to learn to be a lady, not a painter.”
 
   “She was right. You don’t need to learn to be a painter because you’re already an artist.”
 
   She smiled, a cute doll-like smile. “You really think so?”
 
   “Yes, I do.”
 
   “My pa used to call me his little Rembrandt.” 
 
   “Ah, I don’t agree with that. I saw a picture in an old book once, and it didn’t look near as good as these.”
 
   She blushed, a pink tinge covering her face and down her neck. He longed to see more of her beyond the modest clothes she always wore. He longed to hear her moan beneath him and feel the kind of love that only a husband and wife could share. A love he’d dreamed of but didn’t dare hope for. “I don’t want to wait any longer.” He abandoned the beautiful images on the table for the beauty in front of him. “Adelaide, I won’t pressure you, so please tell me if you’re not ready. But I want to be with you. I want to be with you tonight. I don’t want to wait anymore. Life is too short, and I want to spend every second I have on this earth with you.”
 
   “Yes.” Adelaide drew a circle with her toe on the wood floor. “I want to be with you, too.”
 
   His heart thundered against his chest, pounding as if it needed a way out. “You sure?”
 
   “Yes. Just…wait here. I want to go ready myself for you.” She took a long breath and looked up. When her eyes met his, they were smoldering in a way that made him that much more excited.
 
   She scooted past him and disappeared into the bedroom. The room she’d been sleeping in alone since arriving. He eyed the door, realizing for the first time he had no idea how to be a husband. He didn’t want to disappoint Adelaide.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   The dim light of the kerosene lamp flickered on the sheer fabric of the nightgown. She could see her body through the material and had to fight the urge to rip it back off and toss it out the window. But this was for John, for their union as husband and wife.
 
   It wasn’t their wedding, a crude ceremony where they had stood in front of a pastor in a rowdy saloon. This meant more. This was their choice, their declaration that they were both dedicated to one another for the rest of their lives.
 
   She wanted this, for John to love her, to have a family and a future with him. This was the first time she’d felt hope in her heart since her father died.
 
   A soft knock then the doorknob turned, and she thought her breath would kick her in the ribs. She panted with anticipation, her nerves making her body tremble. Her eyes darted to the bed. A thought of cowering underneath the covers planted roots in her brain, but she shook it away and stood tall, her head held high.
 
   After several short breaths that managed to reach her lungs, the door creaked open. A loud squeal sounded from the hinges, as if to announce to the entire homestead that this was their night.
 
   John stopped short in the doorway, his mouth open, eyes larger than a full moon. A coldness settled over her body at the thought of his rejection.
 
   “Dear Lord.”
 
   With those words and the hungry look on his face, she felt like the only woman in the world and the most cherished. She released the death grip of her fingers around the sheer material, but remained rooted to her spot.
 
   He shut the door with a click. Laughter from the men outside broke into her world with the realization they were only a little ways from the house. But it didn’t matter. In this room, at this moment, it was just the two of them. No Salter, no Horst, no outsiders.
 
   “I didn’t know if you’d like this,” she said, her voice trembling more than her hands.
 
   He froze and tilted his head then smiled. Letting out a long breath, he said, “I see I’m not the only one who’s uneasy.” With two steps, he stood in front of her. “You’re trembling. We don’t have to—”
 
   She held a finger to his lips. “I want to, more than anything. I'm…just nervous.”
 
   The tender touch of his hand on her cheek calmed her enough to breathe once again. “You're more beautiful than I’d dreamed, and I’ve dreamed a lot this last week.”
 
   “You have?”
 
   He chuckled. “Oh, I have.” His gaze traveled down the length of her then back to her eyes. “How did I get blessed with a wife so perfect in every way?”
 
   “And how did I end up with a husband with such a tender heart and touch?” The aroma of something musky wafted from his neck and filled her lungs.
 
   He removed the pens from her hair and let it cascade down her shoulders. “I like it when you wear your hair up. Thanks for wearing it that way for me, but tonight I want to feel its softness. I want to feel everything."
 
   A wave of desire heated her skin, as if the temperature in the room had gone up ten degrees in a matter of seconds. He kissed her, a tentative sweeping at first then a nibble on the edges of her lips. His mouth dipped to her neck then to her collarbone.
 
   Her heart thundered and her breath grew shallow. Desire made her body swell with need. His lips returned to hers. Arching her back, he deepened the kiss and he pulled her tight against him.
 
   He broke the kiss. They both stood, gazing into each other’s eyes. Outside, the men were settling into the bunkhouse for the night, their boisterous laughter giving way to nature's serenade.
 
   “I’ve never been kissed like that before,” she breathed.
 
   John turned down the covers, leaving her swaying on weak knees. “Did you enjoy it?”
 
   “Yes,” she whispered, as if to keep the secret of what they were doing from the world. She knew they were married, but still it was so intimate, only meant for the two of them to share.
 
   “Good.”
 
   She unbuttoned his shirt and slid it from his shoulders. The man was breathtaking, strong and muscular. She ached to touch him, feel the muscles corded down his abdomen. Her finger brushed across his chest and along his belly. His head fell back and he took a long breath. She kissed along his neck then down to his chest. When a groan escaped him, she stopped. “Did I do something wrong?”
 
   “No, you did everything right.” He caressed her shoulder, his fingers running down her arm then along her waist to her hips, leaving a trail of gooseflesh. His fingers found the hem of her sheer nightgown. “I want to see you. All of you.”
 
   She gasped, but quickly steadied herself. Was this what men and women did? Mary had told her some details, but not everything.
 
   “I won’t hurt you,” John said, his hands hesitant.
 
   She raised her arms and the silky material slipped over her head, leaving her standing bare naked in front of her husband. But by the smile on his face, she knew he liked what he saw.
 
   He swept her off her feet and carried her to the bed, lying her softly on top. Undressing quickly, John crawled onto the bed. “I promise to always treasure you, from this day forward. Our vows may have been said in front of a pastor and promised before God, but today my heart, soul, and body belong to you.”
 
   Adelaide threw her arms around him. She didn’t want to hide from this man. For in that moment, they were one, husband and wife, never to be torn apart.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Morning light flooded into the room, spilling over the bed. John couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept past dawn, let alone stayed in bed long after the men had already started work.
 
   He rolled over and tucked Adelaide into his side, the warmth of her body filling that empty space in his heart he’d felt the last few years. It couldn’t be real. No one could be this happy. He brushed her hair away from her face and found her eyes open.
 
   “Good morning. I didn’t want to wake you.” Adelaide kissed his forehead, his cheek, his lips. “I am a selfish wife and wanted to keep you to myself all day.”
 
   “Say it again.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Say you’re my wife.”
 
   She moved on top of him and whispered into his ear, “I’m your wife.”
 
   He wrapped his arms around her and rolled her beneath him. “Then I shall not leave your side today. I’m taking the day off.”
 
   “Again?” Adelaide quirked a perfect dark eyebrow at him. “Your men will think I’ve bewitched you.”
 
   “No, they’ll be thankful I’m not standing over them, nagging them to do what they're already capable of completing without me.” A bit of business did nag at him, though.
 
   “What is it?” Adelaide asked.
 
   “Reading my thoughts already? Perhaps you are a witch,” he teased. “I'd like to speak with the Wilson family. We should work on an agreement. This way we can offer the use of our land to other cattlemen from Texas, letting their herds graze here before being shipped out on the train. Salter's the one who has captured that business so far, but it could bring in a lot of revenue.”
 
   “Then we should go speak to him…together.” Adelaide moved to free herself, but he kept hold.
 
   “But that would require you being clothed, and I prefer you like this.” He raked a finger from one collarbone to the other and she shivered under his touch.
 
   “If we go now, we can return to bed all the sooner.” And with a quick peck to his cheek, she was gone.
 
   His body already craved her, but it wouldn’t be long before they returned and could spent the night together once more. Every night, for the rest of their lives.
 
   With an extra bit of morning energy, he dressed and went to the kitchen to find two plates waiting for them. He poured coffee in a cup and sat on the front porch to survey his land. All the men were already out in the pastures, tending the cattle, and the homestead sat quiet. Knowing Stella, she probably made the men walk on tiptoe and eat their breakfast in the saddle that morning, instead of at the homestead. The woman could make men do things with just a hand to her hip and that tilt of her head. How did Billy ever manage to control his wife? Control? No. That was a word men often used when it came to their wives, but that wasn't how Billy saw it. Not how he saw it either. Adelaide had shown him a marriage could be a partnership, instead of orders and demands.
 
   Perhaps she had bewitched him, but who cared. She was worth it.
 
   “I see you're well this morning.” Stella stood by his side with her arms over her chest, looking out toward the distant mountains.
 
   “You startled me. I didn’t even know you were here.” John stood.
 
   She waved him back into his seat then joined him, sitting in the rocker next to his. “You have a good woman there. It’s all Billy and I wanted for you. We know you’ve had a rough time of it, but Adelaide is good for you. And you're good for Adelaide. I hope you forgive us for meddling.”
 
   An apology from Stella? “I know you were just doing what you thought best. No faulting you for that. I’m just glad you chose Adelaide.”
 
   “I think it was more fate that chose you for each other. Even to the moment she stepped off that train, I worried you would send the poor child back to where she came from.”
 
   John nodded. “You’re right. I might have. I guess fate placed Salter on that platform so I'd have no choice but to give things a chance.”
 
   Billy rounded the porch, his clothes covered in days of travel dirt and grime. “Not exactly.”
 
   “What do you mean?” John asked.
 
   “There was a mischievous little cat that might have spoken about wives coming in on the train that morning in the company of some of Salter’s men. It didn’t take long for him to show up to claim one of them, despite the fact he never had any papers to prove it. And knowing how he feels about you, it's no wonder he tried to claim your wife.”
 
   “That was a risky game. What if I hadn’t decided to marry Adelaide on the spot?” The thought of how that one decision could’ve changed everything for them both knotted his gut.
 
   “I have to admit I was scared when I started seeing those women come off the train," Stella said, "but once Adelaide stepped off…oh, I knew in that one moment that you’d never let her go. I was more worried you’d pass out at the sight of her.”
 
   Billy laughed. “She ain’t kidding. We weren’t the only ones that saw it neither. Salter caught on right quick and went to steal her out from under your nose before you had a chance to figure things out.”
 
   “Well, let’s just be thankful it worked out the way it did. There’s no other place I’d rather be than here.” Adelaide sashayed onto the porch. Her hair was pinned up and she held her head high. There was no more shame or hiding her scars. She plopped onto his lap and swung one arm around his neck. “Good thing you’re a smart man, with good taste to boot. And you have such amazing meddling friends.”
 
   “Oh, he wasn’t the only one on that platform that got all smitten at first sight. I thought you would swoon,” Stella teased. "About near had to have Billy catch you."
 
   Adelaide shrugged. “I confess there was an attraction between us immediately.”
 
   “Well, I’m just glad it all worked out. Now, we can have some little ones on this homestead. I may have never been blessed with kids, but I sure as hell plan on having some grandkids to spoil.” Stella left the porch before they could protest.
 
   A blush covered Adelaide’s neck and face.
 
   “I think we can make that happen soon enough.” He winked and set her on her feet. “First, we need to work out this business with Wilson so we can keep our homestead running well.”
 
   Billy placed his hat on his head and walked down the porch steps. “Well, since you seem to be neglecting the men, I best get out there and check on things,”
 
   John stopped at the bottom step. “Why have you been traveling to Butte so much, and how’d you get home so early?”
 
   “I slept a few hours from here since there was no moonlight to drive.” Billy disappeared into the barn.
 
   John went to follow Billy. “But you didn’t…”
 
    Adelaide slid her arms around him, clasping her hands in front, and kissed the back of his neck. He whirled around, captured her in his free arm, and spun. “Guess we best get some food in our bellies and then head to the Wilson’s ranch.”
 
   They entered the kitchen and sat in front of the plates of eggs and biscuits. The smell made his stomach growl.
 
   Stella came out of her room with her garden gloves on her hands. “You gonna be home for supper?”
 
   John nodded. “Yep, we’re just going to the Wilson farm.”
 
   Stella uncovered a pie and handed it to Adelaide. “Here, it’s proper out here to show up with something. I have time to make another one by the time the men return.”
 
   Adelaide took the pie and kissed Stella’s cheek. “Thank you so much.”
 
   Stella fluttered the cloth at Adelaide before placing it over the pie and disappearing back to her room.
 
   “We should get moving.” John offered his hand to Adelaide, and she took it and leaned against him with a provocative wink.
 
   “The sooner we leave the sooner we’ll be home.” Adelaide retrieved the pie and sashayed out the front door.
 
   That woman had him ready to sweep her up and head back to bed, forgetting about all business, but he couldn’t. Without this deal, the homestead would be in a world of hurt.
 
   They drove to the Wilson farm, and it had never been such an enjoyable ride. Everything was more enjoyable with Adelaide. She was full of excitement, pointing at various rocks, ridges, and plants, while she spoke of painting them all. He dreamed of spending hours watching her create those beautiful pieces of art.
 
   When they reached the Wilson farm, they found the older man working on a new chicken coop. “Hey there, neighbor. Oh, the missus’ll be pleased you brought the wife. Nice to meet you. I’m Seth Wilson.” He helped Adelaide down from their buggy then offered his hand.
 
   “Thank you. Nice to meet you.”
 
   “I’m guessing this isn’t so much a social call as a business visit." At John's nod, Seth tipped his head to the side. "Mrs.Rivers, the missus is up at the house. Why don’t you go up? She’ll be excited to have the company, and I’m guessing that pie in your hands will put a smile on all our faces.”
 
   John didn’t want her out of his sight but relinquished her hand anyway and watched her walk up the front porch and knock. When the door opened and she disappeared into the house, an uneasiness settled over him.
 
   Seth placed his hammer on top of a toolbox. “You’re here to talk about my land, am I right?”
 
   “I guess you’ve been worried about Salter running you off your land, too.”
 
   “Oh, it’s already happened.”
 
   A flash of fear rushed through John. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, the missus and I only had girls, and they're all grown and married off. They both married businessmen from the city, so we’re on our own here. I’m tired of fighting for my land, but I still need enough money to live out the rest of our days. My wife wants to move closer to our eldest in Butte. With the money from the sale of the land, we’ll be set.”
 
   “So, you're selling to Salter.”
 
   “Listen, John. We’ve known each other a long time, and I'd much rather see my land in your hands. I’d sell this land to you for ten percent less than what Salter's willing to pay, if you can come up with the money.”
 
   John shook his head. “Don’t know if I can come up with that kind of money right now. And a loan is out of the question with Salter owning the entire town.”
 
   “Listen, I wish there was another way.”
 
   “How much time do I have?”
 
   “End of the week. Salter wants to seal the deal by then or he’ll retract his offer. And we both know he’ll offer half the price next time.”
 
   “Three days? That’s all I have to save my homestead?” John mumbled. It wasn’t enough.
 
   It was happening all over again. He was losing his land, family, and eventually the one he swore to protect.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   The trip home was filled with silence. John hadn’t spoken since he’d met with Mr. Wilson. Something was terribly wrong, she could see it on his face. The same look he had the day he found her hands damaged from the fence work.
 
   At first, she sat beside him quietly, allowing him time to think, but as they neared the homestead, she couldn’t hold back any longer. “We’re married, remember? Please tell me what has you in such a state. I’ll help in any way I can. There’s nothing too heavy for me to bear as long as we’re together to face it.”
 
   He pulled the reins and the team of horses slowed to a stop. The afternoon sun reflected off the pond near the perimeter fence and a warm breeze swept between the canyons. The howl of roaming dogs sounded in the distance. But still, John did not speak.
 
   She grabbed his hand. “John, please. Tell me what’s weighing so heavy on your mind.”
 
   “I’m gonna lose it. All of it. Again.”
 
   It was as she had feared, but she couldn’t show how much this scared her. “No. That won’t happen. We’ll fight to keep this land. We’ll figure out how to get enough water for the cattle, even if Mr. Wilson won’t share with us.”
 
   “It isn’t that he won’t share. He’s selling to Salter. Salter will own all the land surrounding us. He’ll squeeze us dry until we're forced to sell as well. His fences will keep the Texans from using our land, and our own cattle will suffer. There’s nothing we can do.”
 
   “Listen, even if Salter does buy Mr. Wilson’s land, we’ll still have time. There will be enough water for our own cattle this year, even if we can’t bring in the business from Texas. Yes, we’ll have a smaller herd to sell, but we can cut costs. I can find work in town—”
 
   “No, never.” John gripped the reins with such force it frightened her. He’d always been so gentle, so kind. The only other time she’d seen him so angry and bitter was when Salter tried to threaten her into being his wife.
 
   “I am stronger than you think,” Adelaide said. “Laura might have fallen into the wrong kind of work, and she might have not been strong enough to walk away, to try to rebuild her life, God rest her soul, but I am. I’ve been through worse than this. I saw my father get shot haggling over a painting. Then my mother married a man who tried to mold me into a useless socialite,  and worst of all, marry me off to Horst, a man that would have beaten me into submission. I’ve been without a real home since the day my mother remarried. I had a roof over my head and friends who cared for me, but it wasn’t the same. So, there is no way I’m going to let the one place on this planet I feel like I finally belong fall apart. Do you understand me, John Rivers? I won’t let it happen.”
 
   John kept his gaze fixed straight ahead and snapped the reins. “You have to go back to your family. You’re married now, so that beast in Boston can’t touch you. I know your mother and stepfather have money, so you’ll be safe there. I won’t let you suffer here. Winter will be brutal, and I won’t watch you wither away and die. I won’t be my pa. I’ll figure something out and send for you in the spring.”
 
   “John,” she pleaded, but he shook his head. She knew he wouldn’t listen to reason, but she wouldn't keep quiet. Not about this. “I won’t leave. Nothing will convince me. I know I can make it through the winter and help you save this place. You’ll have to drag me screaming to the train station if you really want me to leave.”
 
   “If that’s what it takes.” John drew the buggy to a stop outside their home. His home. He'd never thought of it as theirs, had he?
 
   “It’ll take a lot more than that. You listen to me, John Rivers. I’m your wife and I’m not leaving.” She flung herself from the wagon, tripped over her skirts and landed with her palms against the front steps. He jumped down and was at her side in an instant to help her up, but she shoved him away. Anger flooded her at his willingness to send her away so quickly. She stomped up the steps and flung the door open, startling Stella and Billy.
 
   “What is it? What’s wrong?” Stella rose from the arm chair and set her knitting to the side.
 
   Adelaide opened her mouth, but closed it again, afraid she’d spit fire. In all her life, she’d never been so mad. “John…he’s an idiot. A no good, lousy excuse for a husband who turns his back on his wife at the first sign of trouble.” She stomped her foot and planted her hands on her hips.
 
   John entered, closing the door behind him. The determination had drained from his body, his skin pale, his back hunched over in defeat.
 
   Stella rounded the kitchen table, but remained a few steps away. “What happened?”
 
   Her emotions crested and before she could stop them, everything tumbled out. Tears pooled in her eyes as her throat tightened. “He’s sending me away,” she managed before running into the bedroom. She slammed the door and landed face down on the bed. Crying wasn’t going to help anything, and she hated herself for it, but still the tears poured down her face. She sobbed at the feeling of rejection from the one man in the world she thought would be her future, her everything.
 
   Faint mumbling seeped underneath the door and she forced herself to calm enough to listen.
 
   “…the hell you doing to that poor girl?" Stella said. "You marry her, keep her at arm’s length for weeks, then finally bed her, and now you're sending her away? You’re a monster.”
 
   Stella’s words scorched her insides, but she felt relieved the older woman was coming to her defense. Maybe she could talk some sense into that thick skull of his.
 
   “I don’t have a choice. You both should leave, too.”
 
   “I never thought I’d see you turn tail and run. You're a better man than that,” Billy said, his tone deeper than normal.
 
   “I’m not running. And I sure as heck ain’t giving up without a fight. I plan on keeping my land, but I won’t have all of you suffer in the meantime.”
 
   “That sounds like running to me.” Stella’s voice sounded impatient and harsh.
 
   She heard a heavy sigh then John said, “I’m gonna go get to work with the men. I’ll sleep in the bunkhouse tonight. It's best since I’m probably not welcome in my bed tonight.”
 
   "And rightly so," Stella snapped.
 
   She longed to be in his arms again, to share what they had last night, but she couldn’t be with him right now. Not when he was turning his back on her.
 
   The front door creaked open. “Stella, I need your help," John said. "You're the only one that can convince Adelaide to go back home. I promise when I can sort things out here, I’ll bring her back.”
 
   “You’re making a mistake, John. You love that woman, and it’s gonna tear you both apart to let her go.”
 
   “You’re right. I do love her. But that’s why I have to send her away.”
 
   The door shut with a thud.
 
   He loved her? He hadn’t told her that, but she’d hoped. With each day that passed, her love for him grew stronger and stronger. She’d never felt this way about a man before, and she didn’t want to let him go.
 
   Adelaide curled into herself, not wanting to deal with the world. She had no desire to go work, paint, or even admire the beauty of this land. Not today. She had to figure out how to stay, how to make John realize he was wrong.
 
   She lay on the bed for hours, eventually dozing off only to wake to the muted light of dusk. Her head ached from crying and her heart felt heavy in her chest. At least he hadn’t tied her to the buckboard and driven her straight to the train station.
 
   A knock sounded at the door and Adelaide rose, checking her face in the small mirror on the dresser. She looked ragged and her eyes were swollen. “Come in.”
 
   Stella entered with a tray of food. “I see you’re awake now.”
 
   “I’m not hungry, but thank you.”
 
   The older woman sighed. “You need to keep up your strength or that man of yours will actually have a reason to send you away.” Stella placed the small tray on the bed then took both of Adelaide’s arms. “Oh, child, I’m so sorry. I’ll do everything I can to fight for you to stay.”
 
   “I know you will,” Adelaide whispered, unable to find the energy to speak.
 
   “Here. This arrived for you today. One of the men brought it back from town for you.” Stella handed her an envelope.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Well, eat up. You need your strength to take on John. He can be bull-headed, especially when he thinks he’s right.”
 
   “He’s not,” Adelaide countered.
 
   “You and I know that, darling. The problem is getting him to see it. The man wouldn’t see what's good for him if it came up and smacked him in the face,” Stella mumbled as she left, closing the door behind her.
 
   Alone in her room, she could hear the men returning from their long day with the herd. John would be with them, but she didn’t want to face him right now. If only he would wake in the morning with the realization he was wrong. But she wasn't holding out much hope. She’d have to make him understand that they would be better off together. That nothing else mattered in the world. She would rather die of starvation by his side than to leave him. Nothing would ever make her want to abandon him.
 
   She plopped onto the bed and took a sip of lemonade before opening the small envelope. It was a telegram from her stepfather.
 
   Tingling heat covered her skin as she read his message.
 
   Mother is beside herself.
 
   Heard about marriage.
 
   We’ll be there soon to get you.
 
   You’ll be a widow.
 
   Adelaide gasped and clutched the telegram to her chest. No, he wouldn’t do that, would he? Yes, he would. She’d seen the man’s ruthlessness before. He usually reserved it for his business dealings, until he’d demanded she marry that despicable man in Boston without concern for what her life would be like. It was just business to him, another transaction. He only saw her as a tool to further his endeavors. And once she was gone, he could parade around with her beautiful mother on his arm. Not to mention her grandparents' inheritance.
 
   Her hands trembled, her chest tightened and her pulse beat against her neck. She couldn’t let this happen. She couldn’t let John die because of her.
 
   Dread coated her, making her blood run cold. John wanted her to leave, and he was going to get his wish. She knew their relationship would never be the same. They’d never be able to return to those sweet moments they’d shared. But it would be worth it if it kept him alive.
 
   She'd have to travel to Maryland immediately, try to head off her stepfather before he could make the trip west. Somehow, some way she’d convince him to stay away from Montana, and away from John.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   John shoved a pitchfork into a pile of hay and tossed it over his shoulder into the stall. Clementine neighed her protest at the intrusion and pounded her hoof twice. The way he wanted to pound Salter. How could he have been so stupid, thinking he’d have a chance at beating the man? Salter had won every match they’d ever fought. The man always got what he wanted, but he wouldn’t get Adelaide. John would make sure his wife was back in Maryland before Salter knew she had left.
 
   Heat seared his skin as if he’d stepped straight into hell, which he had. Salter’s hell. The man possessed great skill at criminal accomplishments with no consequences.
 
   The barn door opened, but John continued working despite the muscles tugging with protest between his shoulders.
 
   “You know you pay men to do that,” Billy said.
 
   John didn’t respond, he just tossed another load of hay over his shoulder. Sweat poured down his temple and his eyes stung, but still he didn’t hesitate.
 
   The crunch of hay under Billy’s boots echoed through the barn. “Besides, you keep swingin’ that ’round reckless like that and you’re gonna puncture an eye or somethin’.”
 
   “I’ll be fine,” John snipped.
 
   “I’m not worried about you, but Clementine over there is a little frightened.”
 
   Sweat dripped into John’s eyes, forcing him to halt his attack on the hay and wipe his face. Billy didn’t miss the opportunity and grabbed the fork. “Think I’ll be moving this away before I speak my mind. The missus would be mighty upset if you impaled me with it.”
 
   John kicked the barn wall, cracking the board.
 
   Billy huffed. “Now that you can fix. You did this to yourself you know.”
 
   John rounded on him, fire in his belly and words burning his tongue. “I did this? Are you insane? That scoundrel has bested us again. How does a ruthless coward with no morals keep winning?”
 
   Billy sat on the edge of a barrel. “Go ahead and let the anger go. We both know that’s the only way you’re gonna start to wise up.”
 
   John wanted to ride out to Salter’s ranch and put a bullet in him, but he’d never make it past the front gate. He’d learned that after his sister’s death. “He took my sister, now he’s taking my wife.”
 
   “No, you’re giving her away,” Bill said.
 
   “I’m sending her home where she’ll be safe and taken care of. We both know Salter’s the devil. He’ll stop at nothing to get what he wants. Adelaide won’t be safe here.”
 
   Billy removed his hat and set it in his lap. “You’re probably right about that.”
 
   “Then why are you trying to convince me to let her stay?”
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   John collapsed onto a crate that creaked under his weight. “You just said—”
 
   “I just said she won’t be safe here, but neither will you. If this turns ugly, and you know it will, this homestead and everyone on it won’t be safe.”
 
   Coyotes howled their agreement, a screeching sound that always unnerved John, especially when they really got caterwauling. “What are you saying?”
 
   Billy stood and placed a hand on John’s sweat-soaked shirt. “I’m saying you need to think about leaving.”
 
   John shot up, knocking Billy off balance. John grabbed the man before he fell and then stared him down. “This is my land and Salter’s got no right to it. I’m not some coward. I’ll stay until I’m marched off this land by the law, or they carry my body away.”
 
   “So you’ll stay until your dying breath.”
 
   “Yes,” John said with determination.
 
   Billy rubbed his jaw. “You’ll die for your land and take everyone with you, just like your pa.”
 
   “That’s not fair. This isn’t the same. My father worked the land even when it was failing. Storms, drought, everything mother nature could breathe onto the land, she did.
 
   “Isn’t Salter doing the same thing? Throwing everything he can at you until he chokes the life out of this place? Once he does, then what? What will you do, John? And what happens if Adelaide’s family doesn’t protect her? What if she’s punished for running away from her promise to marry that man back east? How will you feel when you walk off your land for the last time and you’re alone?”
 
   Billy’s words cracked the mirage of truth and it shattered, but even then, he couldn’t see another option. He had to keep his land or lose everything.
 
   For hours, Billy continued to council John on the merits of an honest retreat opposed to a criminal ending, or death. They spoke well into the night, until John could barely walk to the bunkhouse. He collapsed onto his bunch, but despite his exhaustion, the constant turmoil in his thoughts, kept him awake.
 
   The men roused before sunup and began their chores. The morning air sent a chill through John’s spine. Was he doing the right thing? He’d spent all night thinking about what Billy had preached. Sometime in the darkness of night, as he lay on his cot near the wood stove, he realized Billy had a point.
 
   The thought of sending Adelaide back to the family who had tried to force her to marry a monster concerned him just as much as her staying here while he fought for his land. Perhaps she was better off with him, where he could make sure she was safe. He could give up the idea of being a rancher. It was pretty much all he knew but he could find work elsewhere. Even if he wasn’t rich, they could make a living. He wouldn’t hold onto the land until he killed his entire family, like his pa had. He didn’t blame his pa for thinking a man was only worth the land he owned. John had thought the same until he'd met Adelaide. But he wouldn’t repeat his pa’s mistakes. He couldn’t choose his land over his wife. If he had to sell to Salter and move back to Texas to work for someone else, then that was what he’d do.
 
   John splashed water on his face and changed his clothes, before heading to the house.
 
   Stella stood in wait at the front porch and ushered him inside the house. “Well, it’s about time you came up to the house. I thought you might be avoiding us or something.” Stella wiped her hand on a rag and placed a plate of food on the table for him.
 
   “I think I was, but it’s time for me to face things.”
 
   Stella smiled. “Glad you came to your senses. I knew you would.” Her welcoming smile made him realize how much he’d miss her if they had to sell and move away. Perhaps they could go to Texas with him and Adelaide.
 
   His bedroom door swung open and Adelaide stepped into the room, bags in hand. “I’m ready.”
 
   John stared at the suitcase and satchel in disbelief, not knowing what to say. The last time he saw her, she’d sworn to never leave. Had she changed her mind after what he'd said?
 
   “Adelaide, I’m sorry.”
 
   “No need to be sorry. You’re doing what you believe is best.” She stood with her back straight and her nose high, the way she had on that long ride to the homestead the day she arrived.
 
   John approached her, but she slid away like a frightened calf. “Listen, I didn’t mean to hurt you. Everything I said, I only meant to protect you.”
 
   “I understand.” She headed for the door. “Thank you for being such a good hostess, Stella. I'll always appreciate my time here.”
 
   The finality in her voice nailed a spike through his heart. It sounded as if she was leaving forever, not just until he could straighten things out. He had to do something, to make her see that this was only temporary at best, that they were meant to be together. “Adelaide, I was wrong.”
 
   She stopped for a moment then continued toward the door. “No, John. You were right. It’s time for me to go.” She marched outside, leaving them behind.
 
   “John, you need to fight to keep her. That girl doesn't want to go, I know it, but I’m not sure what’s going on.”
 
   “I can’t make her stay if she doesn’t want to. Maybe she realized how hard it would be and decided to go home. Her family has plenty of money.”
 
   “Weren't you listening to me, Johnathon Rivers? Haven't you learned anything about her since she got here. That don’t add up. Now, I don’t know what’s goin’ on in that pretty head of hers, but you need to find out.”
 
   “What do you want me to do, hog-tie her to the bed?”
 
   Stella crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m thinking something a little more traditional, like actually talking to her. Go make like you're driving her to the station, but if she doesn’t relent by the time you reach the edge of town, tie her to the buckboard and bring her back to us.”
 
   Knowing Stella, she meant every word. But if he couldn’t convince her to stay by the time they reached Glendive then he’d put her on the train home.
 
   He shuffled out the front door and hoisted her suitcase into the wagon. “You forget anything you might need? I can have Stella pack you a lunch for the trip, and we could go for a walk in the meantime. Train won’t be leaving for a bit.”
 
   “No, it’s best if we get going. I’m not hungry anyway.” Adelaide remained rigid on the driver's seat, staring forward.
 
   They made their way from the homestead along the path toward Glendive. He gave the team of horses as much slack on the reins as he could, hoping the slower pace would give him more time to convince Adelaide.
 
   Once they were out of sight from the homestead, he stopped the horses and took Adelaide’s hand. “Please, listen to me. I realize I said I wanted to send you away, but you need to understand that I truly believed I was doing the right thing, that it was the only way to protect you. But Billy spent two hours knocking some sense into me and I realized that it was more to protect myself. I couldn’t bear to watch another person I love wither away and die in front of me. Do you hear me, Adelaide? I love you. More than I’ve ever loved anyone. I know now I can’t live without you. Even if it means giving up on this land.”
 
   “Stop. Just stop.” Adelaide’s voice cracked. “We're married because we were forced into it, not because we chose to. It was a mistake. Now, you want to send me away at the first sign of trouble, without discussing it with me. I was angry, but now I see the truth of it. It’s time for me to leave. Now either drive us into town or I’ll find another way. Even if I have to ask Salter to take me.”
 
   Her words lashed him. There was no choice; he could see her determination in the set of her brows. When she got an idea into her head, there was no stopping her. He swallowed the anger and sadness, somehow finding the strength to get the horses moving once more.
 
   They rode in silence the rest of the way to town. There were so many things he wanted to say, but she’d made her point. He doubted she'd listen anyway. She was leaving, and nothing he said would change her mind. Their marriage had been a mistake, at least in her eyes.
 
   He pulled up in front of the station and retrieved her bag from the buckboard. “I can’t watch you get on that train, Adelaide. I’ll get someone to help you with your bag.”
 
   “No need.” She reached for it, but he let it fall to the ground and wrapped both arms around her, kissing her with all the passion and love he had. A kiss to show her how much he loved her, to convince her not to leave. A kiss to keep them together forever. He didn’t care that people were stopping to watch or gossip. He only cared about Adelaide. The way her body melted to his he knew she loved him, too.
 
   But all too soon, she broke the kiss, grabbed her bag, and raced into the station, leaving him standing next to the empty buggy.
 
   His heart urged him to go after her, to do anything to convince her to stay, but turning his back on her last night had created an irreparable rift between them. One he didn't know how to fix.
 
   “Mr. Rivers?” A girl in a blue bonnet clasped her hands in front of her then looked back to the train station.
 
   He nodded then put his hat on his head. “Morning, ma’am.”
 
   “Wait, don’t leave." She snagged the back of his coat as he turned to climb back into the wagon. "There is something you need to know.”
 
   He didn’t want to speak with anyone right now, especially not his wife's friend. His emotions were raw and he wanted to get out of town before he did something stupid. “I don’t have time right now. I need to get back to my—”
 
   “It’s about Adelaide.”
 
   He froze halfway into the wagon then turned and stepped back down onto the boardwalk. “What about my wife? Did she tell you something?”
 
   “No, not exactly. I’ve only seen her once since we arrived in Glendive. When I helped her with some merchandise and—”
 
   “What is the point, Mrs. Donahue?”
 
   “Please, call me Becca.” She wrung a handkerchief in her hands with obvious nervousness and he forced himself to calm down. “The point is that I overheard something, and I think that might be why your wife’s getting on that train. Did she tell you about the telegram she got?”
 
   “What telegram? What are you talking about?”
 
   She kept her attention on the handkerchief in her hands. “I was at the telegraph office when Mr. Salter told the man he wanted the telegram to be sent from Adelaide’s stepfather.”
 
   He scooted closer, blocking her path in case she decided to flee. “You’re telling me Salter sent a telegram to Adelaide? But how would he know about her stepfather?”
 
   The young woman swallowed. “My husband told me not to speak of this to anyone. That Salter would burn down our business and home if he found out, but…I couldn’t let Adelaide go like this.”
 
   “Do you know what the telegram said?”
 
   Becca nodded. “She thinks her stepfather is on his way here to make her a widow.”
 
   Dumbstruck, John stared at her. That was why Adelaide was so bound and determined to leave. He'd known something wasn’t right, he’d seen it in her eyes. She loved him, so only something grave could have made her change her mind.
 
   “I have to stop her.” John sprinted to the door.
 
   “Wait! There’s more!” she hollered after him, but he didn’t stop. He didn’t care what else she knew. He only cared about getting Adelaide back.
 
   He reached the platform, nearly empty as the conductor made the last boarding call. With no idea which car she’d entered, he raced down the train, peering into each window. “Adelaide!” he yelled.
 
   People turned in their seats, watching him as if he was an Indian on a warpath.
 
   As the whistle blew, he grasped a railing and hoisted himself up on a step, but a man blocked him from boarding. “Ticket, please.”
 
   “I don’t have a ticket. I just need to find my wife.”
 
   “You can’t board without a ticket, sir. And the train is now leaving the station.”
 
   “Adelaide,” he called out again. No answer.
 
   Hands grasped his shoulders from behind and yanked him from the car, dragging him back onto the platform. Fists slammed into his gut and he doubled over, a deep pain sucking the air from his lungs. Saltor’s men. He'd know them anywhere.
 
   Three of them gathered around him, chuckling. “You heard the man. You're not allowed on the train. It’s leaving and taking your wife with it. Or should we say your widow.”
 
   “No.” He rammed the man in front of him, sending him crashing to the floor with a loud thud. A hand grasped his arm and swung him around while another fist connected with his face. Two more men joined the fight. But he couldn’t fold, not even against five. He’d fight to the death to find Adelaide.
 
   The men had him pinned to the ground, a knee in his back and hand to his face while someone sat on his legs. He bucked, trying to free himself but they only pushed harder. The whistle blew once more and he froze, his cheek pressed to the splintered wood of the platform as he watched the train pull away from the station.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   A ruckus outside drew everyone’s attention, but Adelaide didn’t care about anything in the world right then. Nothing mattered, not without John by her side.
 
   “Isn’t that John Rivers?” a passenger cried.
 
   What?
 
   “He’s getting killed.” another voice said a little louder. More and more murmurs filled the passenger car.
 
   She bolted from her seat, shoving people aside and pressing her face to the window to find John face down on the platform. Men were kicking and punching him. She was too late. Her stepfather had already sent his men to kill John.
 
   Her insides churned as the train lurched forward. No! They were just going to leave him there to be beaten to death? “Help him. Someone help!” She shoved past the onlookers crowding the aisle to the door, past the ticket man and down the steps, hopping off the moving train before the ticket man could stop her. Her feet hit the platform and she stumbled, but quickly regained her footing.
 
   “Get off him!” she yelled and raced the length of the platform. Dark red was smeared across the platform by John’s body, but still the men didn’t stop. She hiked up her skirts and charged, shouldering one of the men in the chest. He only stumbled, her weight not enough to throw him off balance. She swung her bag, clubbing him in the head, then slung it over one of the others, beating him repeatedly. “You stupid cowards. Get off him. Five against one isn’t fair.”
 
   “Ma’am, step back.” Someone wrapped their arms around her middle to pull her away, but she thrashed like a rabid dog. No, she wouldn't leave John to die. “Get off me! If you won’t help him, I will.”
 
   A whistle sounded and several men rushed to their side, tackling the assaulters. But not fast enough. One man continued to kick John in the ribs. Using the person holding her as leverage, she swung her foot out with all her might, kicking the man who attacked John as hard as she could. Her shoe caught his chin and split it. Blood gushed and he went down like a toddler, wailing in agony. “Serves you right,” she yelled.
 
   Bystanders crowded around, staring in shock at her husband, beaten and bloodied.
 
   “Let me go! That’s my husband.” She wiggled free and collapsed to her knees with a loud thud. “John? Oh, John! What have I done? It’s all my fault.” She rolled him over onto his side. His lip was split, one eye badly bruised and swollen, but that was only the external damage. Who knew how many ribs had been broken, or if his organs were bleeding internally.
 
   He coughed, blood shooting from his mouth onto the platform. “I couldn’t let you go.”
 
   “You have to, John," she sobbed. "You just have to.”
 
   He reached for her, his movements strained. “Please, Adelaide. Stay. You don’t have to…” His eyes rolled back in his head and he collapsed.
 
   “Move aside, ma’am. We’ll get him to the doc.”
 
   Adelaide looked up to see a man in a black coat, a shiny silver badge pinned to the lapel.  “Please hurry,” she begged, her body shaking with fear.
 
   The men hoisted John up, his body limp as they carried him out of the train station and across the road to the back of a building. She followed them, her eyes never leaving John.
 
   “Doc, we got an emergency here,” one called.
 
   They lowered him onto a table and Adelaide shoved past them to his side.
 
   “Ma’am, you best wait outside.”
 
   “No. I’m not going anywhere. This is my husband and I'm not leaving him.”
 
   “Calm down now, ma’am,” an older man said as he came into the room. He looked over John, checking his eyes and feeling along his abdomen. Finally, he turned to her. “I'm Doctor Masken. I think it best you listen to these men. Your husband needs surgery and that's not something a lady should witness.”
 
   She planted her heels into the floor and crossed her arms. “I can handle it.” She turned her head and showed the doctor her burn scar. “I’ve seen worse,” she lied. She may have almost died in that fire, but she’d never seen a man beaten before, never seen a surgery either. But her fear that he’d never wake up kept her rooted to the spot. She’d been so horrible to him, all to try and save his life. But it had all been for nothing. “I’ll help, do anything. Just, please, don’t make me leave his side.”
 
   “Fine,” the doctor sighed. “At least sit down then, so you don’t go fainting on me.”
 
   One of the men directed her to a chair near the table and the doctor grabbed a small razor and slid it over the swelling beneath John’s eye.
 
   “I need to relieve the pressure or he’ll lose his eye,” he explained.
 
   Her limbs felt heavy and the room swayed in a grey blur. 
 
   “Sure you want to stay, ma’am? It’s just gonna get worse from here.”
 
   “I’m not leaving him,” she murmured. Not again.
 
   Adelaide sat and watched as the doctor worked on John for over an hour, resetting a broken collarbone and bandaging several ribs. He had to push John’s shoulder back into its socket, the popping, crunching sound was the most horrible thing she’d ever heard.
 
   She swallowed the acid burning her throat, but remained steadfast by his side. She’d done this to him. This was all her fault.
 
   “I’ve done what I can,” the doctor said finally. He picked up a towel and wiped his hands. “We’ll know by morning. He was lucky though. Most of his ribs held up. Just don’t know if any bone shards managed to pierce his lungs. But he seems to be breathing fine. He’ll be in a world of pain and not able to do much for a good long while, but he should recover just fine if he makes it through the night.” He walked over to stand before Adelaide. “Why don’t you go home, ma’am? He probably won’t wake until late this evening and you look like you could use a rest.”
 
   “No,” she said, her voice cracking. “I won’t leave this spot until he wakes up.” But once he woke up, and she ensured he was all right, she needed to get out of town. She couldn’t bear the thought of him ever suffering like this again. And she’d do anything to make sure he didn’t.
 
   The doctor opened the door and beckoned two men inside. “Move him to the bed, please.” They lifted him from the table, leaving John's bloodied clothes behind. “Careful. Try to keep him as flat and straight as possible.”
 
   The men shuffled to the back of the next room and placed John on a mattress. Then they both tipped their hats and headed for the door, but Adelaide blocked their exit.
 
   “Wait. What’s being done about this? Any arrests made yet?”
 
   The two men glanced at one another. “No, ma’am,” the taller one said. “Best you just stay out of it.” They hurried past her before she could protest further.
 
   No, she wouldn’t stay out of it, but now wasn’t the time. Right now, she needed to stay by John’s side.
 
   She scooted a chair up next to his bed and took his hand gently in hers. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I should have told you the truth, but I was afraid you wouldn’t let me go. But I have to, just as soon as you’re well. I can’t let this happen to you again. I love you, John.”
 
   She rested her forehead against his hand and prayed. Prayed that he would wake up soon. Prayed that he would understand and forgive her. Prayed her stepfather could be reasoned with before he killed the man she loved. And most of all, she prayed she wouldn’t be a widow come morning.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   John woke to a deep, clamping pain throughout his abdomen. Each breath tightened the vice more and more. His shoulder and eye throbbed. His entire body felt heavy with aches and pains.
 
   “Adelaide,” he whispered past the dryness in his mouth and throat.
 
   He managed to open one eye to see a dimly lit room. Something soft twisted around his fingers and the smell of roses faintly penetrated the metallic scent of blood. “Adelaide.”
 
   The strands of hair slid from his fingers. “John?” Her voice soothed the ache in his chest.
 
   “Doctor Masken! He’s awake!”
 
   He tried to swallow, to get more air into his lungs. “Wait.”
 
   “No, he needs to check you. It’s a miracle you’re even awake.” She choked back a sob then her scent and warmth were gone. He searched for her, finding her silhouetted at the door. No, don’t leave. His eyes were heavy with fatigue and his body desperately wanted to leave the painful world for a while longer.
 
   His vision blurred, but he could make out another figure in the room.
 
   “Adelaide, you don’t have to leave. Stay,” John pleaded through the haze fogging his brain.
 
   “He needs to remain calm, ma’am,” a man said.
 
   Adelaide squeezed his hand. “Don’t talk right now. Just relax.”
 
   John swallowed the strong taste of blood, clearing his throat enough to make out the words. “No, you have to know.” He tried to sit up, but arms pushed him back against the bed.
 
   “Whatever you have to tell him to keep him still, do it.”
 
   “I’ll stay,” Adelaide said, but her voice held such sadness. “I promise. I won’t leave before you’re strong again.”
 
   He tried to tell her to never leave, to stay with him always, but he slipped away into darkness again.
 
   When he awoke, sunlight flooded into the room. He tried to look around, to figure out where he was, but every movement had him cringing in pain.
 
   Adelaide’s head lifted from his hand. She looked exhausted, her eyes surrounded by dark circles, her hair disheveled.
 
   “You stayed?” he managed.
 
   She snagged a cup from a nearby table and held his head for him to sip. At first, the liquid burned his throat, fighting its way down, but by the third sip, the coolness soothed his dry throat.
 
   “Thank you,” he said hoarsely.
 
   “It’s good to see you awake. Are you in too much pain? I can get the doctor.”
 
   “No, I’m okay. I just want to speak to you alone for a moment.”
 
   Adelaide placed a hand on his, tears spilling down her cheeks. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know my stepfather would send those men after you so soon. I thought I could get back to Maryland and convince my family to leave you alone before they arrived.”
 
   Dear Lord in Heaven, she thought his beating was because of her? “It wasn’t your stepfather, Adelaide. Those were Salter’s men. I recognized several of them. So, it had nothing to do with you or your family.”
 
   She shook her head. “You don’t understand. I received a telegram from my stepfather that he’d make me a widow. He wanted to kill you, and he nearly succeeded.”
 
   “The telegram wasn’t from your father,” John said. “Salter sent it.”
 
   Her eyebrows rose in shock and disbelief. “What? You don’t know what you’re saying. Why would Salter—”
 
   “To get at me. He’s gone to great lengths to torture me over the years, but it’s never gone this far. He wants my land desperately since I’m the only land owner in direct competition with him now. If he gets his hands on Wilson’s and my lands, he’ll own all the grazing rights in Glendive. The Texans will have no choice but to go through him to graze their cattle before they’re shipped back east.” He took a breath and swallowed again. He had to get the words out, had to make her understand. “He probably sent those men under the guise of your stepfather, not only to get you to leave but to make sure I have no way to buy Wilson’s land. With both our homesteads, along with his, he’d be the richest man in Dawson County.”
 
   “I’m so sorry.” She squeezed his hand. “I wish I could do something to save the homestead.”
 
   He cupped her cheek, longing to touch her more, to confirm that she was still his wife. “I don’t care about the homestead anymore. I only care about you. If keeping the homestead means losing you, I’d rather let Salter have it. I can work another man’s land and still live a happy life, but only if you’re with me. It won’t be easy, though. And if the thought of not having much scares you, I’ll let you go. You deserve better, Adelaide. You deserve everything.”
 
   “If I have you, I have everything.” Adelaide squeezed his hand again. “We’ll make it, the two of us.”
 
   “Geesh, already throwing us out to pasture, I see.” Billy said from the doorway. “Don’t look at me like I’m a ghost. I’m old, but I ain’t dead. Don’t appreciate you two thinking you’re running off and leaving the missus and I behind. We’re a family, right?”
 
   John chuckled and pain shot from his left side down to his hip, stealing his breath. “Ow! Don’t make me laugh.” It took several breaths, but the pain eventually faded to a tolerable intensity. “Of course you’re both welcome to live with us, but I can’t promise where we’ll end up or how we’ll manage. I’m sure Salter won’t give me much for my land, and no other man is dumb enough to buy it with Salter as his neighbor.”
 
   “Well, if you’re hell bent on leavin’, fine, but I’m planning on dying on that homestead in the distant future. After the missus and I get to enjoy some grandkids.”
 
   Adelaide shook her head. “I’d like that, too, but it doesn’t sound like we’ll be able to stay. Salter’s pretty much succeeded in running us off the land already.”
 
   “Hogwash. Thought you said you could do it with Wilson’s land.”
 
   John exhaled, but didn’t have the energy to respond, so he looked to his wife.
 
   Adelaide nodded then looked at Billy. “He’s selling to Salter. The deal’s official day after tomorrow.”
 
   “That’s not what I heard,” Billy said, crossing his arms over his barrel chest and leaning against the doorframe. “Heard he’d sell to you.”
 
   John cleared his throat to manage a few more words. “I won’t have the money in time, and with the banks in Salter’s pocket, a loan isn't possible.”
 
   “Well, you may not have it, but your wife does. I’m sure if you ask nicely…”
 
   Adelaide laughed hysterically. “My stepfather and mother would never give me the money to save the land. They probably already disowned me for not marrying the man they chose for me back east.”
 
   Billy shook his head. “I don’t know nothing about that, but trust me. You have the money.”
 
   Adelaide quirked her head to one side, her eyebrows high on her forehead. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
 
   He smiled almost wickedly, like he’d just roped his first calf. “You sold your paintings, remember? Not to mention those rich folks over in Butte have been clamoring to commission more. There's that gallery that wants all your work for some sort of showing as well. You’re gonna be a mite busy real soon. And I'm pretty sure there’s enough in your account to buy that land. Probably have enough by the end of the month to retire, certainly enough to buy some men for protection.”
 
   John stroked Adelaide’s arm. “You didn’t tell me you were selling your art. I would’ve driven you to Butte myself if I'd known. I’m so proud of you.”
 
   “But…I didn’t.” Adelaide looked between them. “What are you talking about? How…?”
 
   “Ya see, John and Stella kept blabbering on and on about your pictures, how amazing they were and whatnot, and someone in the mercantile overheard ’em. Told me about an aunt that sold paintings to the rich folks over in Butte. Funny how the city folk just eat up paintings of nature but can't stand living in it.” He shook his head. “Anywho, I took a few of your paintings over there and showed them to a gallery, but he sent me away, laughing at me for trying to promote a woman painter. At the door, a woman stopped me. Next thing I know, three women were arguing about how much they were willing to pay to have the painting, and then the gallery owner apologized and offered some sort of showing.”
 
   Billy stepped away from the door and handed her a bank book. The amount written inside was more than she'd thought possible. When she showed it to John, he thought he could get up and jig. With this and the money he'd saved, it was more than enough to buy Wilson's land. But…
 
   “So? We get to keep the homestead?” Adelaide jumped up and threw her arms around Billy. “You’re amazing. I can’t believe anyone would want to buy my paintings, but who cares.” She returned to John and hugged him gently then covered every inch of his face and neck with light kisses. He wanted her to keep kissing him more but had to fight not to cringe in pain.
 
   “Adelaide, you don’t have to spend your money on the land. We can let the land go and try our luck somewhere else, move to the city, or do whatever you want. I know I’m your husband, but I won’t control your money.”
 
   She lowered to the chair by his side. “That’s why I love you. You’re like no other man I’ve ever known. I want nothing more than to be your partner for life. And there’s no place I’d rather be than on the homestead.”
 
   “That's the best thing I’ve heard in my entire life,” John said, looking up at his wife with all the love he could possibly show on his bruised and mangled face.
 
   “That we’ll be staying?”
 
   John shook his head. “No. That you love me. I don’t think we should be staying. Not with Salter constantly trying to get in our way. It’s one thing for me to be beaten up, but he won’t stop there. Ever since I left his homestead to start my own ranch, he’s made life difficult for me. But now it’s gone too far. He involved you this time, Adelaide. Who can say what he’ll do next.”
 
   Doctor Masken knocked on the doorframe then entered, a few people trailing behind him. “How are you feeling, John? I got some folks here that insist on speaking to you. Say it’s important, but I advised them you needed rest.”
 
   Before John could answer, Mr. Donahue, the mercantile owner, stepped around the doctor. “I know about Salter and what he’s planning.”
 
   Adelaide squeezed his hand. “I can hear what they have to say. You should rest.”
 
   “If it’s about Salter, I’ll rest later.” John tried to sit up, but a cannon ball of pain exploded in his ribs.
 
   “Stay still," Doctor Masken ordered, "or you’ll open up your stitches. And your bones haven’t set yet. I can’t put a splint on broken ribs, so if you move around too much they won’t set right.”
 
   Adelaide dabbed his forehead with a damp rag. “I’ll let them speak to us if you promise to remain still.”
 
   He nodded.
 
   Donahue came forward and stood at the end of his bed, his new bride clinging to him. “I’m awful sorry this happened, but I’m afraid it’s worse. You may never forgive me for what I’m about to tell you, but my wife here showed me that we can’t just hide from trouble." He took a breath and glanced down at Becca before continuing. "I overheard Salter say he plans to set fire to your land if you don’t leave, and that he’d take your wife and…” He looked to the floor as sweat broke out on his brow. His wife, Becca, nudged him to continue. He straightened and swallowed hard. “He, uh, said he’d choke the life from her, like he did your sister.”
 
   John's blood boiled. Consumed with anger, he bolted upright, but pain slashed through him and he dropped back onto the bed. “I’ll kill him!” he grounded out between labored breaths.
 
   Doctor Masken raced to his side. “Now you’ve done it. I’m gonna have to re-stitch that. Everybody out.”
 
   Adelaide ushered them from the room then returned to his side a moment later. While the doc stitched his side, she whispered to him, “He’s going to get what’s coming to him. You’ll finally have justice for your sister.”
 
   He wanted to believe that life would be kind. That he’d have Adelaide, his homestead, and justice, but he’d discovered long ago that dreams seldom became reality.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   The air was stifling in the small Glendive courtroom. Above the jury and the witness stand, the judge sat stone still at his podium, his expression grave and his fingers interlaced. “Mr. Salter, rise.”
 
   Salter's attorney nodded and they both stood. John could see the cocky look on his face, even at this distance. No doubt he’d bribed the judge. He was starting to think justice really did equal money.
 
   Adelaide leaned into his side, her softness and warmth easing some of his mounting anger. The tension in the room compounded as everyone in the audience sat quietly, waiting.
 
   “On the charge of horse thievery,” the judge’s voice boomed, “I have found you not guilty.”
 
   A gasp spread like wildfire throughout the room. “Seems justice can be bought,” someone mumbled.
 
   The judge shot to his feet and hammered his gavel against the table. “Order! There are several more charges we must address.”
 
   Salter straightened his tie and stood tall, and John wanted to punch the knowing smirk off his face. He brushed invisible dirt from the lapels of his suit and his lawyer nodded his reassurance. Salter had gotten to the judge.
 
   Still, John held out hope that not everyone in the judicial system could be bought. His hands tightened on the arms of his chair, and he waited to hear the judge’s other verdicts.
 
   “On the count of assault,” the judge continued, “I find you guilty.”
 
   “Amen!” a woman cried from the back of the room.
 
   “Silence. Hold your comments until after I've dismissed this court. The next person to have an outburst in my courtroom will find themselves spending the night in the pokey.”
 
   Silence settled over the crowd once again.
 
   “On the counts of fraud, attempting to bribe a federal judge, and murder in the first degree, you’re found guilty.” The judge hit the gavel against the table with a finality that had the audience cheering and clapping.
 
   John’s heart soared, as if freed from an invisible trap of hatred that had held it captive for the last several years. He pulled Adelaide into his arms, savoring her scent, the feel of her touch.
 
   “I sentence you to the gallows,” the judge said, his voice bringing an abrupt end to the clamor. “You will hang for your crimes.”
 
   “I’ll ruin you!” Salter yelled at the judge, but the older man simply gathered his papers and turned toward the door.
 
   “I suggest you spend your last moments on this earth in reflection, Mr. Salter. God will not be so kind in his judgment as I was.”
 
   As the new sheriff and his deputies led Salter away, Adelaide hugged Becca then Mr. Donahue. “Thank you for acting as a witness. You must have been terrified.”
 
   “I’m sorry I didn’t help sooner,” Mr. Donahue said, “before John was hurt.”
 
   John took Adelaide’s hand. “I understand, friend. Your courage has earned you quite the reputation in town now, too. We can’t thank you enough. Will we see you at the gallery later?”
 
   Mr. Donahue offered his hand and a smile. “We will be there.”
 
   John led Adelaide to the train station, nodding and smiling at the townspeople they passed. The town hadn’t felt this light and welcoming since he’d settled here, proving just how much of a shadow Salter had cast over everything.
 
   Adelaide smoothed her hair back. He was glad she decided to wear it up. “I’m so relieved, but do you think his men will be a problem?”
 
   “I doubt it. They came up and offered their hands after the trial, asking to stay on after we buy up his land. And the ones who attacked me were all sentenced to hard labor in the mines.” He pulled her close, tucking her into his side. “Now that’s behind us, we can focus on more important things.” He placed his palm on her ripe belly. “How are you feeling?”
 
   “Large,” she sighed.
 
   John stopped her on the walkway outside the train station and lowered to one knee to speak to his unborn child. “You’re going to have to let your ma sleep at some point, but I’m glad you’re a fighter.” He look up at his wife. “Just like she is.” He stood and rubbed small circles over her stomach. “I’m glad your ma will be here for the birth, and Mary as well.”
 
   “Me, too, but no rushing this baby. I need him to stay put until after the gallery show.”
 
   The train’s horn sounded in the distance and she stiffened, chewing her bottom lip.
 
   “Don’t worry, darling. They are going to love me, the homestead, our home. Everything.”
 
   “How can you be so sure? I mean, my stepfather still hasn’t written and my mother’s letters have been sparse and superficial at best. We’ve yet to really discuss what happened, or why I abandoned them.”
 
   As the train drew closer, her fidgeting increased.
 
   “You must remain calm. Remember, the doctor said no undue stress, especially if you really do have two little ones in there. Now, take a deep breath. I promise your stepfather will not make you a widow, not when he sees how happy and comfortable you are.”
 
   “My happiness is the least of his concerns,” she mumbled. She clung to him, her eyes darting wildly around the platform as if she feared another attack. He only hoped that inviting them all here was the right decision, but he couldn’t stand watching Adelaide worry about her relationship with her ma. The moment she found out she was with child, she’d wanted to reconnect with her own mother, something he could understand.
 
   The train pulled into the station. He wrapped his arm around her and tucked her deeper into his side in fear she would collapse from the anxiety. If he could bear the burden of this moment for her, he would.
 
   He sighed. If only her ma would’ve come alone. Adelaide's mother sounded like someone he could reason with. Her stepfather, on the other hand, was a different matter.
 
   The train came to a stop with an earsplitting squeal, as if to announce the presence of danger. As a precaution, John’s men were standing close by to protect Adelaide and his unborn child if anything went astray.
 
   Several women with large hats and voluminous dresses disembarked the train. He was thankful Adelaide preferred more simple attire, even in her formal wear. A man stepped onto the platform then turned and offered his hand to a woman that was unmistakably Adelaide’s mother. From her perfect facial features, thin waist, and large brown doe eyes, she was almost as beautiful as her daughter, but carried herself a little more regally.
 
   Adelaide’s hand covered her neck, a habit he thought she’d abandoned months ago. He gently guided it back to her side. “It’s part of you. They love you, all of you. Just as I do. Let them truly see you. I know they won’t be able to help but embrace the real you.”
 
   Her mother caught sight of her daughter and gasped. John fought the urge to sweep Adelaide away from the woman immediately. Could she really be embarrassed by Adelaide’s imperfections?
 
   One, two, three seconds ticked away on the large clock above their heads, until the woman shuffled to Adelaide, her arms open. “Oh my goodness, my sweet baby girl. You’re so beautiful. I can’t believe you're going to give me a grandbaby.”
 
   “Two, actually,” Adelaide mumbled, her eyes jumping between her mother and stepfather. She nudged her body in between John and her stepfather, but he wrenched his hand from hers and approached her stepfather. “Sir? I’m John Rivers, Adelaide’s husband. Welcome to Glendive.”
 
   The man nodded. “I am Henry Carroll.”
 
   John could sense his men constricting their half circle of protection, and from the look on Mr. Carroll’s  face, he noticed as well. John held up a hand and the men stepped back. “Sorry, I don’t want any issues. They're only here to protect Adelaide and my child.”
 
   Mr. Carroll’s face fell with open mouthed, wide-eyed shock. “I wouldn’t… Is that what she―you thought?” He sighed. “I guess she has just cause. Please, excuse me.” The man brushed past him and John quickly returned to Adelaide’s side. Her stepfather stopped only a foot from her, leaving everyone’s attention firmly planted on his next move.
 
   Her stepfather stood an arm length from Adelaide, with a business like posture, his gaze sweeping from her head to her shoes then finally resting on her neck. “Adelaide, if I had known Horst Chatgonwitz possessed such ghastly traits, the match would’ve never been made.”
 
   Adelaide shook and John feared she would swoon right there.
 
   “I only wanted what was best for you, for your future. According to your mother and your friend, Mary, you’ve made a good match here. A much better choice than I’d made, it turns out. I want to assure you, that man no longer has a future in Boston, Maryland, New York, or anywhere else on the East Coast.”
 
   It wasn’t an apology, or a grandiose gesture of love, but John had the feeling that for a stone-faced businessman like him, it was the best he could offer.
 
   Adelaide threw her arms around him, her body shaking with sobs. “Thank you.”
 
   Her stepfather patted her back with one hand and eyed his wife but her mother dabbed at her eyes and offered no escape for the man. People on the platform stopped to watch the spectacle for a moment then carried on with their lives.
 
   Adelaide released her stepfather. “How did you both know? I never wrote about what happened.”
 
   Her mother touched a gloved hand to Adelaide’s cheek. “Mary, my dear. We’ve become well acquainted with her and Samuel. As a matter of fact, your stepfather has begun some business transactions out here and Samuel has been hired to oversee his affairs in Butte and several other cities.”
 
   Adelaide lit up like fireflies on a summer evening. “Really? Where are they going to live?”
 
   “We don't have a place yet, but I'm hoping it's somewhere close to you.”
 
   Adelaide whirled around to face a young woman accompanied by a man with wiry hair.
 
   "Sorry, we didn't want to interrupt. Thought it best you spoke to your family first."
 
   Adelaide embraced her friend. “You are family. You’re the sister I never had. Is it true? Will you both be moving out here?”
 
   The man beside her friend nodded and the two women squealed like schoolgirls, filling John’s heart with the warmest feeling he ever thought possible.
 
   The young woman stepped forward and offered her hand. “It’s nice to meet you in person. I feel like I already know you from Adelaide’s letters. I'm Mary Curley and this is my husband, Samuel.”
 
   John kissed Mary’s hand then shook her husband’s. “It’s a pleasure.”
 
   The clock chimed and John tensed. “I’m afraid we need to be on our way. We have a long drive ahead of us to Miles City for a gallery show, but my men will take you all to the homestead. My housekeeper, Stella, will tend to your needs until we return home.”
 
   “That's generous of you, but we're going to Miles City as well.” Adelaide's mother lifted her chin high. “There's a painting I've been wanting to purchase by a talented young woman who has been all the talk in Maryland.”
 
   Adelaide gaped at her mother. “You don’t think it’s a waste of my time?”
 
   “No, child,” her mother replied. “I was wrong.”
 
   Her stepfather took her mother’s hand in his. “Considering the money you’ve made, we were wrong, about everything.”
 
   Her ma laughed. “I think we shall declare this day a holiday. Your stepfather will never admit he was wrong again.”
 
   They all laughed and headed outside to the waiting buggy. As they climbed in, John stole one last moment with his bride. “I’m so proud of you. I don’t deserve you, but I’ll cherish you forever. I’m the luckiest man to ever walk the earth." He held her tight, kissing her neck. "Thank you for saying yes.”
 
   Adelaide tucked her head under his chin and wrapped her arms around his back as far as her belly would allow. “I’m the lucky one. Thank you. Thank you for bringing my family together. Thank you for encouraging me to continue painting, and thank you for making me happy. Truly happy. I love you, John Rivers.”
 
   The End
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