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      Mabel Brown has always been her father’s favorite daughter. She was the son he’d never had. So when he finds that he’s dying, he makes arrangements for each of his three daughters to marry, but struggles to find a good, godly man for Mabel until he virtually falls into Harper’s lap.

      Harper Jones has lived all his life as a trapper and mountain man near Fort Laramie. As half native Crow and half white man, he’s had a hard time fitting in with just about everyone. Gaining a wife is the furthest thing from his mind until Mr. Brown makes him an offer that’s hard to refuse.

      To keep either of them from backing out of the arrangement after his death, Mr. Brown asks both of them to be married by proxy before they ever meet.
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      March 1861

      Harper Jones grunted as he waded through the icy, thigh-high water from the beaver dam. Another exercise in futility. He’d found nothing in his trap, yet it had been sprung, so he’d had to reset it. His breath fogged around his face as he measured each step carefully, pulling his feet up from the sucking mud and working to keep his balance so he didn’t end up face-first in the water. When he got to shore, the breeze picked up, toying with the water that still clung to his oiled pants. He frowned and pulled off the hides he used as moccasins from his feet. On the sled he’d pulled with him, he found fresh hides to replace them. Jack, his setter, barked at something in the distance he’d taken a mind to chasing after.

      The thick white clouds overhead promised snow. Harper wanted to get to Fort Laramie with the hides he had before the storm hit in earnest. Over ten pounds of hides covered his own body from head to toe just to keep in the heat while he worked to get more. On his sled, he had the hides he’d been collecting all month and decided to check his traps once more before continuing on to the fort. 

      It had been an unseasonably warm couple of weeks, making him feel as though spring might actually have come early, but Harper wasn’t optimistic that way. He’d known the whole time that a cold spell was just around the corner. He needed to get these furs traded and stock up on supplies at the general store before heading back to his cabin.

      Besides Jack, determination, strength, and perseverance had been his only stalwart companions in the wilderness. Harper needed little else. His father had lived off the land and had an excellent working relationship with the Crow Indians nearby. His mother had been one of the Crow. Being a blue-eyed half breed had made Harper an outcast to what could have been his tribe, and a pariah among the white men who could only see the darker color of his skin. For a long time after his mother passed on, it was just his father and him. His father had been one of the original mountain men who helped form the Oregon trail. Because of that, his father enjoyed traveling between two cabins—one in the south during the winter months, and one in the north, away from the trail during summer when too many travelers made living near the trail difficult to trap. People didn’t respect property rights. But he’d buried his father four winters ago in the north. Now, at the age of twenty-two, Harper was on his own. He didn’t mind being alone and protected his routine. 

      As he stood up in his dry moccasins, he let out a sharp whistle. In the distance, Jack had stopped barking and seconds later, he came bounding up to Harper. He knelt down and roughed up the brown and white dog’s coat with pets and scratches. Then he stood and pulled the sled. Farther up north in the French territories, he’d heard that many men used packs of dogs to pull their sleds. Harper didn’t see the use in keeping so many dogs just for that purpose, when his sled rarely got so heavy he couldn’t pull it himself.

      On a day like this one, he had to keep close watch on how he was dressed. The last thing he needed was to get sweating under his furs. It was difficult to stay warm if he allowed himself to get wet under his layers. He was better off being a little underdressed for the weather while working hard then to let his clothes soak up his sweat. And as he pulled the sled, it wasn’t hard to work up that sweat.

      By the time he got to Laramie, the smallest of flurries had begun to mix in with the breeze. It wasn’t quite falling yet in earnest, but he knew well enough to stay focused on the task at hand and not allow himself to get sidetracked when he still had hours before he’d make it home. The last thing he needed was to spend that time wading through snow. 

      He stopped first at the general store. He ordered Jack to sit on the furs and stay, which the setter did, happily. The dog wouldn’t do much in the way of guarding the furs, but he’d still act as a deterrent since most had no idea the dog was probably incapable of actually biting anyone.

      When he reached the shop, he held the door open for a lady who was leaving, but instead of thanking Harper, the woman had shied away from him, eyes wide with fear. Harper nodded toward the woman anyway and then headed inside. The tall, thin man in glasses, Mr. Howard, stood behind the counter when Harper walked in. “Mr. Jones, I hope the weather has been treating you kindly. What can I get for you today?”

      “I brought you a list of supplies,” Harper said. “But I’m going to need to stop at the trading post before I can pay. If you can get the supplies ready for me though? Storm’s coming.”

      Mr. Howard peered out the window as though he didn’t believe what Harper was saying. Then the man lifted a brow. “It’s just a mess of flurries. I wouldn’t quite call that a storm.”

      Harper nodded. One thing that his father had instilled in him at a very young age was that it never behooved a man to argue with a fool. If someone disagrees with what he knows to be right, Harper had gotten in the habit of just nodding and not correcting them. “I’ll be back momentarily, then, if you can have the supplies ready for me?”

      Mr. Howard eyed the list; which Harper knew had perfect penmanship. His father had taught him to read and write like a gentleman during the months they were holed up in the cabin without any contact with the outside world, and the old man had been unnecessarily strict about it with Harper when he was young. Then Mr. Howard nodded. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Thank you,” Harper said as he headed back toward the door. A pretty young woman with dark red curls and green eyes stepped up toward the door as he stepped out. He held it open for her. 

      With a smile that made Harper’s heart flutter, she met eyes with him and thanked him. He gaped at her when she did, and then frowned at her retreating form. She saw him but didn’t treat him any differently than any other gentleman at the fort. He swallowed hard and let the door slip through his fingers and shut, putting a physical barrier between himself and the young girl before he headed back inside to talk to her. He had no idea what he might say to her, but part of him just wanted to see if she would do it again. If she would speak to him as she would any other man, if she would look at him still as anyone else, if he could move her heart as any other man could. 

      His jaw tensed so hard that he thought he might break a back tooth. What a foolish thought. His hands fisted as he forced himself to back up a step and leave the covered porch in front of the general store. 
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        * * *

      

      Mabel Brown’s heart picked up speed the moment she met eyes with the blue-eyed stranger. He was taller than most men, taller even then her father. His face was dark and hard and rough, like leather, but there was a softness in his eyes, a vulnerability that said that he still had hope that the world had good in it. At least, that’s what Mabel read in his eyes. She watched him through the general store window until he returned to the sled where the dog sat. A smile tugged at her lip. She’d pet the dog on the head as she passed because he had stood and wagged his tail at her. She even reminded the dog to stay. And it was a good thing, since his owner had obviously put him there for a reason. Her heart swelled in her chest. Any man who could be that kind to a dog had to have a good heart.

      “Miss,” the clerk at the general store called from behind the counter. “Is there something I can help you with?”

      As she turned away from the window, Mabel put on her most charming smile. “Do you happen to have any licorice?”

      The man lifted a brow. “The candy?”

      She nodded, her smile unwavering. “My father has had a bit of a cough lately, and I know licorice is just the thing to help him with it.”

      “I do have both elixir and cough syrup,” he said with a tilt of his head as though he’s speaking to a child.

      And that was okay with Mabel—people often treated her as a child. Maybe it was her defensive smile, or the fact that she tended to look younger than her seventeen years. She shook her head. “My father won’t touch the stuff. He practices temperance and eschews any use of either of those bottled spirits.”

      The man shrugged, released a sigh and then asked, “How much licorice can I get you then?”

      “Two pennys’ worth.” Why did people always have to sigh when she finally got them to agree with her? It was her nature to convince others that her ways were right, especially since they often discounted that she didn’t know what she was asking for because of her age.

      After putting several whips of licorice into a paper sack, the man took her money and gave her what she’d wanted. She thanked him and then headed toward the door. Her eyes betrayed her and immediately started looking through the window for the sled and the dog that sat upon it. Did she want to see the dog again or the blue-eyed man who owned him? She frowned at herself and pushed open the door to head outside. A cold rush of air greeted her, and the flurries were larger and more frequent than they’d been on her way in. Her frown deepened. She’d need to head back to the hotel and hoped her father was already there. He’d rented a horse from the livery to get his business done. The only problem was that he’d been developing a cough ever since the stagecoach ride up from their home near Fort Kearny. The stage had been overcrowded, a rough ride on the well-worn leather seats and overly hot because of the unseasonably warm weather they’d been having. Now the weather had taken a turn, but she didn’t like the timing.

      Once she got to the inn, she rushed up the stairs to the rooms she was sharing with her father. When she entered in, she’d already begun speaking, “Father, I bought you something for your cough—”

      But when she looked around, she found nobody in the rooms.

      With a frown, she put down her procured licorice and returned to the hall, closing the door behind her. She started down the stairs, going first to the dining area to be sure her father wasn’t warming himself from the cold with a cup of tea. But no one in the dining room looked like her father. Then she stepped up to the front desk and asked the inn keeper. “Sir, have you seen Mr. Brown, my father, return this afternoon?”

      Slowly the innkeeper looked up from his writing, pushed his glasses farther up his nose and lifted a brow. “I’m not one to pay much attention to the comings and goings of our patrons, but no, Miss. I haven’t seen Mr. Brown since he left this morning.”

      She frowned as he went back to his writing. For one who wasn’t paying attention, he certainly seemed to know about her father’s goings. Pulling her shawl tighter around her shoulders, she started for the door, but when she got there, she found the snow had begun to fall in earnest. 

      “No,” she whispered to herself as her heart sank. Then she pressed on and continued out the door. Large snowflakes stuck to her eyelashes, forcing her to blink several times and swipe at them with her gloves to rid herself of them. But the streets were nearly empty, making it easy to make her way to the livery without anything slowing her down. When she reached the stables, she found the owner giving the horses a warm bran mash.

      “Excuse me,” she called as she neared him.

      The man looked up and smiled. “What can I do for you, Miss?”

      “My father, Mr. Brown, rented a horse this morning. I’ve come to see if he’s perhaps returned it?”

      The man’s lips thinned as he shook his head. “I’m sorry, Miss. Mr. Brown hasn’t yet returned.
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      Once Harper had finished trading in the beaver and fox furs he’d been drying for the month, he pulled his now, empty sled back to the general store. His pockets flush with cash, he headed inside and purchased the supplies he’d needed for the storm.

      “It seemed you were right about the weather,” Mr. Howard said as he entered. “Looks like I’ll be closing up shop early. No one’s going to come out in this. They’d be a fool to.”

      Harper got the distinct feeling that the owner of the general store was trying to call him a fool indirectly, since the man knew full well that Harper would have to traverse the three miles back to his cabin in this weather, which would likely take him longer than the hour it normally would to trek. But instead of saying a word about it, Harper only asked, “How much do I owe you for the supplies?”

      “Four-fifty,” the man answered. 

      Harper’s gut twisted. That was nearly half of the money he’d collected on the furs. It was getting harder to earn a living through trapping anymore. He pushed the money across the counter and then took his bundles. Once he got out to the sled, he wrapped his bundles in the oiled skin he’d brought specifically for the purpose of keeping the parcels from getting wet in the snow. On his body, he wore several furs, and had oiled the ones he used for shoes as well has his pants to keep them as waterproof as possible. His father had taught him to use the furs that the trading post would reject—ones with damage, injury, or discoloration. Or if the animal had been older and unhealthy, its fur might be rougher or missing patches. Those where the ones he would either remove the fur from and use the skins, or just wear them to keep himself warm. 

      He piled on as many of the furs as he could upon his body, no longer worrying if he was going to work up a sweat or not. And then he set an extra fur over Jack for the trip home. Though the setter would likely have loved to bound along the trail on his own feet, Harper wouldn’t have the dog getting himself wet and freezing before they could even make it home. By the time he made it out of the town and started on the trail back to his cabin, the snow was beginning to stick to the ground. With a frown, he wiped the snow from his lashes and trudged forward. His only saving grace was that the wind was blowing to his back.

      A riderless horse rushed passed him, its reins flapping in the wind, and it’s chestnut-red body looking like fire.  Jack barked, but remained on the sled. Harper’s heart skipped in his chest and he swallowed. The wild eyes of the beast had looked frantic and feverish, and very much like the horse War might ride as one of the four horsemen of the Apocalypse. The thought of it made Harper shudder, but he didn’t let the animal deter him from continuing forward. Several marching steps later, his heart had settled back down as much as it was going to do while working on getting home.

      The snow continued to fall. He was halfway home when the snow had become over ankle deep. Even though the trek had become slow for him, he trudged forward, his calves and thighs burning from the exertion. When he finally reached the turn for the trail to his cabin, a wide grin spread across his lips. He was nearly home. It was a bittersweet moment, since the snow was now over a foot deep in areas with drifts even higher. And unfortunately, one of those drifts had piled up right in front of the path he’d need to take. When he got there, he frowned and began pulling the snow to the sides with his gloved hands, clearing it from the pile. Then he frowned. There was something solid beneath the drift. He continued to push the snow out of the way until a brown tweed coat came into view. A human?

      He kept pushing until an older gentleman appeared, snow sticking to his salt and pepper beard and hair. His eyes were closed, and for a moment, Harper feared he was dead until a groan came from the man’s lips. Then Harper whistled and called for Jack to hop down from the sled. He grabbed the man under the arms and began to lift and pull him toward the sled. The man’s hot cheeked pressed against Harper’s. Fever. Another groan came out of the man as Harper set him on the sled. Sweat dripped into Harper’s eyes as he pulled off three of his own furs to lay over the man’s body. The stranger needed to get warm and quickly. How long had he been out in the snow like that? Long enough to be buried under two feet of it. Harper frowned as he grabbed the rope on the sled and began to pull it up the path to his house. Then he remembered the rider-less horse that had rushed past him when he’d first left Laramie. Was it possible that this man had been riding the horse?

      That was nearly an hour ago. Though the three miles would have taken the galloping horse minutes to traverse, chances were the man had been on the ground, buried in the snow for more than an hour. Had it been the cause of the fever as well? Jack barked and bounded up onto the front porch of the cabin. The snow continued to fall around them, and the wind blew it almost sideways. Sweat still dripped from Harper’s brow. He’d need to get inside if he didn’t want to catch his death out there. He pulled the sled up onto his covered porch just to get the stranger out of the snowfall and wind. Then Harper hurried inside to get a fire started in his wood stove. As much as he wished he’d been able to keep a fire going in the stove while he’d traveled to town, his father had taught him to do so was a dangerous endeavor of its own, and that many houses would not have caught fire if people were willing to realize that fire was too dangerous to be left unattended.

      So now, Harper put in the kindling he needed and used a friction match to light it. The smell of phosphorous was soon overcome with the burning wood smell that came from the fire growing within the stove. He shoved in a larger log and then stood. He pulled off the last of the furs he had over his shoulders and hung it on the hook over the stove to dry. Then he found more of his furs and began to make it on a pallet on the floor a few feet from the stove. Once finished, he steeled himself and pulled open the door to the cabin to face the stranger on the porch. Jack sat over the man and whined as Harper stepped out. Harper nodded to the dog. “I know. I know. I need to get the man inside if I’m going to save him.”

      After he grabbed the man by the underarms and pulled him into the house, he lay him on the pallet he’d made. Harper wiped the sweat from his brow as he assessed the situation. To save the man, he’d need to get him as warm as possible as fast as possible. To do that, he needed to start by removing the man’s wet clothing. As he got to work, he apologized profusely, but the man never woke or said a word in response. Occasionally, though, the stranger would cough. After drying the man off as much as he could, the house had finally gotten reasonably warm. He pulled furs up to the man’s chin and then felt the stranger’s forehead and cheeks. The fever may have gotten worse. With a frown, Harper headed into the other room where he had several herbs stored and grabbed some yarrow. Then he started water boiling on his stove top. He made a tea and added a bit of honey to help it go down a bit easier, and his mother had said that honey was good for feeding to people who were sick. 

      The stranger appeared to be resting peacefully but sweat dotted his brow. Harper approached with the cooled tea, bent down, and worked to rouse the man, but the stranger barely cracked open an eyelid. Slowly, Harper poured the smallest amount into the man’s mouth, and the man swallowed it. Like this, Harper continued to work the full cup of yarrow tea into the man. It was the only way to get his fever down. By the time he’d finished, Harper was exhausted. The day was catching up with him. He groaned as he stood and cracked his neck. He had some buffalo meat pemmican that he could boil up with some dried beans and make a nice meaty stew. At least he had a chance of getting some of it down the sick stranger’s throat. When the pemmican boiled, it grew softer and the shredded meat tended to fall apart. It would be perfect for the job.

      With a sigh, he began cooking. As tired as he was, he’d probably just have eaten the pemmican uncooked and gone on to bed, but for now, he’d need to give up a few comforts in order to take care of the stranger. He knew that the man would need yarrow tea at least two more times before the morning in order to battle the fever. Harper hoped that it would break by sunrise. As he cooked the meal, he stepped over to the window to peer out. The snow hadn’t stopped yet. A frown tugged at his lip. If things continued this way, they were in for a blizzard that could keep the stranger in his home for several days before he could take the man to town. Not that he’d ask the man to move off until he was well in the first place. In some ways, the older man reminded Harper of his father, although this man was a bit younger. He just hoped that the stranger had the constitution to survive this sickness and not give in the way Harper’s father had.

      He shook his head. Thinking that way wouldn’t help matters. Harper needed to concentrate on helping the man get through the night. One day at a time, they’d get the man through this. Besides, half of Harper’s father’s issue was he was a drunkard and wanted whiskey more than he’d wanted the herbal teas that Harper’s mother had taught him to make. His father foolishly believed the whiskey would help him more. The old man had been wrong, but Harper couldn’t change his mind. He let out a breath. At least this man had no choice. Harper kept no whiskey in his house after his father died, and with the snow outside, there was no way to get anything else. The man would need to drink and eat what Harper gave him. And then he would get well. He had to.
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      Mabel had had no choice but to sit in her room at the inn and watch as the snow continued to fall all night and pile up higher than she’d ever seen before. There had to be well over three feet of snow outside. Tears filled her eyes again, making her vision blurry before she blinked them away. She swiped at her cheeks. Crying would do her no good, but for some reason she couldn’t stop. Just like she couldn’t stop the constant feeling that she’d never see her father again. Until the chestnut mare had come running into the livery barn while she’d been standing there, she’d had some hope that maybe her father was weathering the storm at the farm where he’d visited. But the moment the horse had returned, and she saw the look in the livery owner’s face, she knew her father had to be injured and out in the cold, possibly even worse.

      Luckily, the livery owner, Mr. Collins, had the wherewithal to take her to the fort commander’s office, but by the time she left his office, there was already over a foot of snow on the ground. And the commander could only assure her that they would do the best they could to search for him, after the storm was over. It wasn’t enough for her. She’d tried to get Mr. Collins to rent her a horse to go searching for her father herself, but he refused to allow it. So, instead of searching for her father, she’d spent the whole night worrying and crying.

      Now that morning had come, the light of day shone down on Fort Laramie, but the snow had still not stopped. Mabel went downstairs to the front desk to talk to the innkeeper, Mr. Randall. “Forgive me for asking, Mr. Randall, but will the commander be forming a search party for my father today? Will they still go out in this weather? Do you think that there’s any possible way that he would allow me to take part in it?”

      Mr. Randall’s sympathetic eyes fixed on her while he slowly shook his head. “I’m sorry, Miss Brown. I know that you’re rightly worried, but I’m not sure what the commander is going to do. However, I’m almost certain that he won’t be allowing you to participate in the search—it will only be the soldiers in the party.”

      Mabel chewed her bottom lip, trying to keep it from quivering—trying to keep the tears from falling again. She stood at the front windows of the inn and watched the main street. Not one horse or person passed by in the deep snow. It would likely reach well past any horse’s knees if they attempted to shuffle through. Honestly, the rational side of Mabel understood that she wouldn’t want people to get injured, sick, or lost in the treacherous conditions, but her emotional side demanded that the commander of the fort and his soldiers do something about her missing father. 

      But all that Mabel could do was sit and wait and hope and pray.
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        * * *

      

      Harper cared for the sick stranger through the night, and by morning, his fever hadn’t broken. With a frown, Harper continued to give the man alternating tea and stew every couple hours, trying to keep the man’s energy up and pray that he’d survive the ordeal. That morning, Harper had gotten a wooden bowl and filled it with snow from outside so that he could dip a cloth in the melting liquid and press it against the man’s forehead. He needed to help the man get his fever under control, but nothing Harper seemed to be doing was working. The stranger was going to die if the fever didn’t break soon.

      Exhaustion still had its grip on Harper, and he did his best to doze between moments when he needed to take care of the stranger. His sleep suffered, but if the man survived, it would all be worth it. The day had been long but by evening, Harper prepared to get another bowl of snow and minister to the man when he realized that the man’s skin no longer burned to the touch. The fever had broken, and the stranger survived. Elation overwhelmed Harper, and he gave a whoop and hopped in the air. This made Jack very excited, and the setter hopped around and barked as well.

      “Mabel, will you please quiet that thing down? What is it doing in the house?” the man on the pallet of fur mumbled.

      Harper bent down to him and asked, “Sir, are you awake? Sir?”

      But the man didn’t speak again, remaining asleep, even though Harper shook him a bit to try to rouse him. It would’ve been helpful if he could at least learn the man’s name, but there was no luck in getting it yet. With a deep breath, Harper checked that the man was warm under the furs, but not too warm, and then stoked the fire. It might be a couple days before the man was well enough to sit up and speak, eat, and take care of himself, but Harper didn’t have much else to do, so he pulled out his bible and began reading aloud to the stranger.
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        * * *

      

      Two days had passed, and the snow had hardly melted from the ground. At least lassitude kept Mabel from crying much anymore. Instead she just went from upstairs to downstairs in the inn aimlessly. She hardly ate. She hardly slept. And all that kept running through her mind was the question: What was she going to do if her father didn’t come back?

      Her mother and sisters at Fort Kearny had no idea what was going on. They’d expected a stagecoach to bring them home tomorrow, but there was no way they’d be able to leave in this weather, and no way that Mabel could leave without her father.

      “Miss Brown,” a gentleman called to her when she’d been sitting at a table alone in the dining area, her eyes fixed out the window as she wool gathered. When she blinked up, she found a soldier standing there. 

      Quickly she stood. “Is there news about my father? Is that why you’re here, sir?”

      The man rubbed the back of his neck as his lips drew thin. “I’m sorry to say I don’t come with news about your father. He is still missing at this time. We haven’t yet found a single clue, but we did make it out to Old Man Jenkin’s farm, and he said that your father had left that afternoon just before the flurries started.”

      Mabel’s heart sunk in her chest. This news was expected, wasn’t it? Didn’t she know that would be the case?

      “However,” the man said. “We searched the trails from the farm and back again thoroughly and did not find your father or any clue where he might have gone. Some of the other soldiers are currently checking in at the houses off the main trail to ask if anyone has seen him or if perhaps, he’s taken shelter at one of them.”

      Relief flooded her. “That’s... That’s excellent news. I hadn’t thought about how he might take shelter at one of the houses along the way. Then hope is not yet lost.”

      “No, Miss, this is not the time to lose hope.” A small smile played on the soldier’s lips, and Mabel suddenly realized he was an attractive young blond man, no more than four years her senior. She blushed at the sudden realization as this was no time to be thinking such thoughts.  

      “Thank you, Mister...”

      “It’s Renault, Sergeant Henry Renault.”

      “Thank you, Sergeant.” She let out a relieved breath, feeling like she had the right to smile for the first time in two days. “Please let me know if there is any more news.”

      “I will.” He nodded and bowed his head slightly before taking his leave. 

      All Mabel could do now was put faith in God that her father had taken refuge in someone’s home along the way. And have faith in the soldiers who were out looking for him. Soon her father would be returned to her. She needed to cling to that belief. The alternative was much too devastating. Now it was just a matter of waiting. 
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        * * *

      

      On the third morning, the stranger opened his eyes and sat up. The man was thoroughly disoriented, and he blinked at the room and Harper. “What? Where am I? What’s happened?”

      Harper put a marker in his bible and then pushed Jack from his lap as he stood and came closer to the stranger on the floor. Fear filled the stranger’s eyes as he got a closer look at Harper. Harper knew his dark skin and blue eyes were a striking combination. Then, additionally he’d been blessed... or cursed... with a rather large, tall frame, making him an imposing figure, even to most men. When he reached the man on the pallet, Harper knelt down and spoke in soft tones, to soothe the man. “My name is Harper Jones. I’m a trapper near Fort Laramie. There’s been a bad snowstorm, and it appears you fell from your horse in it. When I found you on the trail, you were flush with fever.”

      The man blinked, and his brow furrowed. “I don’t remember any of that.”

      “The horse you were riding was a red chestnut, right?”

      Slowly the stranger nodded.

      “And it was snowing at the time.”

      His eyes went wide as recognition registered in them. “I remember the snow. I wasn’t feeling well.”

      “I found you about an hour after you fell from your horse. You’ve been here in my cabin with me for three days.”

      “Three days!” he shouted; his face filled with horror. “Mabel must be worried to death about me.”

      He pulled the furs from his legs and attempted to stand, but his legs wobbled beneath him. Harper caught him and then helped him to the chair. “Easy now. You don’t have the strength to get excited yet. You’re not well.”

      The stranger coughed and sat in the chair, shaking his head. “I must get back to Laramie. How far are we from the Fort?”

      “About three miles,” Harper answered. “It wouldn’t be a bad trek, normally, but we’ve had several feet of snow. I’ve gone out a few times the last two days, but I don’t think you can make it to town in your condition.”

      The man hmphed. “I really hope my daughter isn’t worrying herself to death over me.”

      “Your daughter?” For some reason, the green-eyed, amber-haired young woman came to his mind. He frowned and shook his head at it. She didn’t look very much like this man, nor was it likely that the one woman who he’d fancied was the daughter of this stranger who’d been stranded on the road.

      The stranger looked up at him. Then he frowned and offered Harper a hand. “I’m so sorry. Where are my manners? My name is Gerald Brown, and I’m a lawyer visiting Laramie with one of my three daughters.”

      Harper took his offered hand and shook it. “I’m Harper Jones, sir. It’s good to have a name for you now.”

      “Three days, you said?” Mr. Brown said, and then began a coughing fit once more. “I guess I’ll have to get well as fast as I can then, so we can make our way back to the fort.
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      Harper sat before Mr. Brown at the table in the kitchen. Now that the man was up and able to feed himself, Harper had been able to give him meals that were better for him and to give him more energy, rather than just beans and pemmican stewed together. Unfortunately, it meant that he was going through his stores a bit faster for the month than he’d planned, since he’d not been expecting company. Made no difference, though. He’d make do.

      “I’m sorry to be imposing on your kindness for so long,” Mr. Brown said as they ate. “I guess this means that I owe you my life.”

      Harper shook his head. “You don’t need to think that way, Mr. Brown. I don’t want you feeling like you owe me anything.”

      “But I do. I owe you a great deal, and I’d like to make up for it in some way. There must be something that you have need of?” Mr. Brown asked as he looked around the cabin. “I could give you money, but no matter how much it is, it would feel like too little. After all, what kind of price do you put on your own life?”

      “Thank you for the offer,” Harper said with a frown, “But I do not want your money.”

      “Then maybe a horse? Could I buy you a horse or a cow and send it up this way. Or both,” the man said in a half-joking manner.

      Even though the man jested, it was apparent that he wanted to pay back Harper in some small way and if Harper was willing to accept the cow or horse... or both, he would send it all. Harper smiled at the man. “I’m not a farmer used to attending to livestock. I’m a simple mountain man. I trap to eat and make a living. I honestly have need of nothing that you can give me. So please, don’t trouble yourself, Mr. Brown.

      But for the next half a day, as Mr. Brown’s cough seemed to be subsiding, paying Harper back was all that he would talk about. Harper prepared to go about his daily chores and asked if  he could leave a fire in the wood stove burning since Mr. Brown was able to tend to the fire if necessary, now. The older man gave a tired nod.

      The snow finally seemed to be melting and as Harper went out to check his traps. Then he heard men’s voices in the woods. Harper waded out of the stream where the beaver trap had been and saw a flash of color and made out the forms of three soldiers. Jack stood upon the shoreline and growled in that direction. Once he got there, Harper set a hand upon the dog’s head. He coughed to get the soldiers’ attentions. The last thing he needed was for them to set their rifles on him, thinking him an animal instead of a man because of the furs he wore.

      “Hello there!” one of the soldiers called out.

      “Hello,” Harper called back as the men approached. 

      Once they got to them, they were all smiles. “Sir, we’re looking for a man who went missing five days ago. He’s a lawyer who fell from his horse. Did you happen to see anyone like that? He’s an important man to the commander at Fort Kearny.”

      Harper frowned. “Do you mean Mr. Brown?”

      The leader of the soldiers’ eyes went wide, and then he looked toward his fellows. “The same! You know of him, then?”

      With a nod, Harper said, “I found him buried in the snow at the foot of the trail to my cabin five days ago. He was sick but is getting better. He’s there now.”

      “That’s excellent news!” one soldier said.

      “Finally, we can stop looking for the chap,” another said with a deep sigh.

      Harper released Jack who went up to the soldiers and began sniffing at them but didn’t show them any aggression or excessive friendliness. That was a good sign. Jack was an excellent judge of men’s characters, and Harper trusted the setter. He got things situated on his sled to bring back to his cabin and then led the soldiers there. As they approached the house, Mr. Brown stepped out onto the porch, a blanket wrapped around his soldiers. He called out to the soldiers. “Good day there, gentleman!”

      “Mr. Brown,” the leader of the three soldiers called back. “We’re happy to find you in good health and spirits. Your daughter has been worrying our commander sick about you, and the commander at Fort Kearny has sent his concerns by messenger, as well.”

      A frown tugged at Mr. Brown’s lip. “That would be my wife’s doing. The commander there is her brother. Do come in, gentlemen, as I’ve made a soup. Let’s get everyone’s bones warm before we decide our next move. I know that Mr. Jones would like to get me out of his hair.”

      Harper chuckled at the man’s jest and then shook his head. He’d never had soldiers in his home before. In fact, he’d never had so many people in his cabin at once. He prepared himself for the crowded quarters and told Jack to stay out on the porch.
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        * * *

      

      Mabel sat for tea across the table from Sergeant Henry Renault. The soldier had been her line of communication to the commander at Fort Laramie, and he’d been a caring friend while she’d been alone and full of worry over her father. He tried to keep her cheerful with funny stories about his adventures as a soldier coming up in the fort, though sometimes his sense of humor was a bit dry for her taste. There were times when she had to just smile and nod while she thought to herself how strange he could think at times. She wondered if this was the way of all men, but her father was never like this.

      As she began to watch the activity out the window, and stopped paying full attention to the sergeant, he took hold of her gloved hand. Her heart leapt to her throat at the man’s forward action. “Miss Brown, please do not worry overmuch. I know your father will soon be found, and he will be well.”

      Somehow, though, as she looked into his brown eyes, she had the feeling that the man was only patronizing her. He didn’t honestly believe what he’d said. Mabel bit down on her back teeth and smiled wider to keep from frowning. “Your support means much to me, sir.”

      He squeezed her fingers. “Please, dispense with calling me sir, if you will. In fact, I’d like it very much if you would call me Henry.”

      A lump suddenly formed in Mabel’s throat, and she resisted the urge to pull her fingers from the man’s grasp and leave immediately. As much as she needed to cooperate with the man so that the commander would keep looking for her father, and the gentleman would keep her informed of what was going on, she still felt the need to keep a good distance from him. She squeezed his fingers back and then withdrew her hand from his, taking hold of her cup of tea. “Sergeant Renault, I could not possibly. My father would disapprove of me becoming so informal with an officer. I must remain faithful to my father, even without him present.”

      The man blinked several times and then nodded. “Why, yes. Of course.”

      Out the window, three soldiers rode into town, one of them riding double with a man who had a heavy fur on his shoulders. The man sat up straighter, and Mabel recognized him right away.

      “Father,” she cried out as she stood quickly, dropping her tea cup back into its saucer. Tears blurred her vision as her heart leapt into her throat.

      Mr. Renault stood, and peered out the window, suddenly blocking Mabel’s view. She skipped to the side and ran for the door. The moment she got out to the covered, porch, she cried out again, “Father!”

      Her father turned his head her direction, a smile spreading across his lips. With the soldier’s help, he slid from the rump of the horse and then spread his arms wide to receive her. “Mabel, darling!” 

      She ran through the mud created by the snow that had melted and been crushed under horses’ hooves. A slip nearly landed her on her back side. But she barely squealed, flailing her arms as she continued to run to her father. And the moment she reached him, she flung her arms around his round chest. His arms held her tightly as she reveled in his warmth. He was back, and he was safe, and God had answered her many prayers. Immediately she sent up one for thanks and in gratitude of God’s mercy in bringing her father back to her.

      When she pulled back from him. she smiled up into his face even though her vision blurred again for the tears. “Where have you been? I’ve been worried sick.”

      Just as her father opened his mouth to answer, a cough came out instead. He covered his mouth with his fist as he bent over part way and continued in a fit of coughs. She patted his back and frowned. Once he finished and straightened, her father said, “It’s a long story, and one that I will tell you every word of, but first, let’s get inside in the warmth. And maybe get a spot of tea.”

      “Of course,” she said with a nod and then helped him to turn toward the inn. 

      But he hesitated and turned back to the soldiers. “Thank you so much for seeing me back safely. Do you need me to make a report to the commander?”

      “Not at all, Sir,” the taller, thinner of the guards said, “We shall see the commander directly so he can send word to the commander at Fort Kearny. I’m sure your wife will be happy to know that you are safe as well.”

      “Thank you so much,” her father said with a smile and then leaned upon her as she offered support to help him through the mud that had gathered in the street and to the inn. 

      Once inside, they found Sergeant Renault standing in the foyer. The officer bowed. “It’s good to see you’ve returned safely, Mr. Brown. We’ve all been worried for you and have been doing our best to console Miss Mabel.”

      Her father lifted a brow at the man. “Thank you for your time. I’m sorry to have caused my daughter and the fort so much trouble.”

      “No trouble, Sir. Just having you back is blessing enough,” Sergeant Renault said, and then stood there a moment awkwardly.

      Then Mabel got the hint. “Oh! Father, this is Sergeant Renault. And may I present my father, Mr. Brown.”

      “It’s lovely to meet you, finally. And I hope that we might dine together, once you’re feeling more civilized.” The man eyed her father.

      She had to admit that a slightly musky odor came from her father. Something muddy and animalistic. With the furs covering his body and his unkempt beard, her father looked as much a wild man as a lawyer. “That would be lovely,” Mabel answered. “But for now, I’ll take my father up to our rooms.”

      The tall sergeant stepped to the side and bowed. “Of course.”

      As they made their way up the stairs and to the landing at the top, her father whispered, “I’m not sure I like that the soldiers are taking note of you, Mabel. Perhaps I shouldn’t have brought you on this trip.”

      Mabel thinned her lips. “I’m happy to have been here to alert the commander of your being missing the moment that it happened, Father. That is a blessing.”

      “You are a blessing, darling,” he said with a sigh. “But for now, I cannot wait to get a hot bath and make preparations to get home as soon as possible. I’d hate to have your mother worried a minute longer than she needs be.”

      Her father’s love for her mother touched Mabel as she left her father at the door of his room to go to her own through the adjoining door between them. She hoped someday she could find a man who would care for her as much. But for now, she was content just to have her father whole and alive. She sat upon her bed while she waited for her father and then stifled a yawn. Before long, she lay down and decided to just shut her eyes and rest for a moment.
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      It was nearly noon the next day when Mabel woke. She blinked at her surroundings, suddenly very confused how it had gotten to be brighter outside than it had been when she’d closed her eyes to rest, since sunset was forthcoming before. The door between her room and her father’s rooms at the inn opened, and her father stepped in with a cheerful smile as soon as he found her awake. “Lovely! Mabel, I just booked passage on the stage that is leaving this afternoon. Make yourself ready for travel.”

      Her stomach grumbled audibly. Her cheeks heated as she wrapped her arms around it.

      With a laugh, her father shook his head. “I tried to rouse you for dinner last night, but you wouldn’t budge. And then this morning, I tried again, but still you seemed to have needed the sleep. Did you get any rest at all in my absence?”

      She chewed her lip as she shook her head at her father. “Not a wink.”

      He frowned at her as he sat beside her on the bed and took her hands into his on his lap. “Darling, you cannot allow worry to rule your life so. When you have no control over your predicament, you must turn it over to the Lord in prayer and then let it go. You do no one any good by refusing to eat or sleep. And letting your worry eat away at you only makes it stronger. Don’t feed it, my dear.”

      She’d heard her grandmother say as much. With a sigh she said, “Yes, Father. I understand.”

      But saying the words, hearing the advice, nothing made actually doing it when the time came any easier. Then her father suddenly leapt to his feet. “I’ve got it! I know what I need to do now to pay him back!”

      Mabel frowned and looked up at her father. “Pay who back? What do you mean?”

      He leaned forward and patted her on the shoulder. “I’ll return shortly. Don’t wait for me if you’re going to get some lunch. I’ve got to go see a few people about this.”

      “What are you talking about, Father?”

      He shook his head. “Nothing for you to worry about. I’ll be back!”

      And with that, he left her blinking behind him.
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        * * *

      

      Harper had worked to clear the trail to his house using the broom he’d fashioned himself from straw. Sweat dotted his brow and dripped down his back by the time he’d reached the main roadway, nearly a half a mile down. But when he reached it, he stretched his back and spent a moment enjoining the sound of the melting snow dripping from the tree branches. Though it was still cold enough at night to create icicles of the melt, some of it was burning off in the sunshine and moderate warmth of the day. Jack chased a fox into the woods.

      A horse trotted through the snow to his right, and Harper caught sight of a flash of chestnut coat. When it got a little closer, Mr. Brown smiled from the saddle. Harper blinked at him and flashed a wave. At about the same time, Jack returned, wagging his tail in greeting at the man’s approach while staying close to Harper’s side.

      “I finally found you! I must have ridden up and down this road four times trying to remember exactly where the trail to your house was.” Mr. Brown dismounted his horse and drew near to Harper.

      “It’s a pleasure to see you again, Mr. Brown, though I should admit that I didn’t expect to see you so soon,” Harper said and offered a hand for the man to shake. 

      Mr. Brown shook his hand with vigor. “I figured it out—what I could provide for you that you don’t already have. Something that you need.”

      Harper lifted a brow. “I’m not sure what you mean, but I’ve already told you that you don’t need to pay me back in any way.”

      “Poppycock!” the old man said with a dismissive gesture. “Don’t ruin my fun. I want to help you as you’ve helped me. It will make me feel better to do so.”

      The breeze felt good after Harper had exerted himself, but he didn’t want to stand here and argue with the older man. After letting out a slow breath, Harper leaned on his broom. “Okay, then. Whatever it is, I’ll accept it with grace.”

      “Excellent,” the man said with a wide smile. “Then I’ve already made arrangements with the pastor at the church in Laramie. He will get word from the preacher in Fort Kearny once the paperwork is all settled.”

      Frowning, Harper stood straighter. “Paperwork?”

      “Yes. My wife will want to have a wee bit of time to adjust to the news, but I want it to be official right away, so I no longer worry about it.”

      “Worry about what, sir?”

      “Your wife, Mr. Jones. I have three daughters of marrying age—all of them lovely and handy about the home. When I get back to Fort Kearny, I will discuss the situation with them, and have a wedding by proxy. Then after a month, enough time for the weather this way to clear up better, I will send your new bride to Fort Laramie for you.”

      For a long moment, Harper just stared at the man. Something wasn’t fitting just right in his brain and a lump had formed in his throat. Finally, he coughed and asked, “Bride?”

      Mr. Brown’s grin widened. “You should take some of your own tea for that cough. But yes, one of my daughters will become your bride. Marsha, Maude, and Mabel each have their own strengths. Obviously, I want to ask the eldest of my daughters first, but I know one of them would be willing to bless this union for their father. I owe you a great deal, Mr. Jones and making a god-fearing man like you into my son-in-law would be a great blessing to my family.”

      Harper shook his head. “I didn’t ask for a bride. I can’t marry. My life is much too rough for feminine delicacies.”

      “Nonsense!” Mr. Brown lifted a brow. “Life is hard. I’ve raised all my daughters to understand that. And besides, you’ve already agreed to take whatever it is I will offer you. And I’m offering you a bride.”

      With a deep sigh, Harper’s eyes fixed on the ground. He couldn’t say that he didn’t always want a wife. The young girl with the green eyes flashed through his mind, making his heart flutter. He pushed that thought away. Even if the girl was exactly his physical ideal of a woman, she was young, too young, and probably not prepared for the kind of life he lead as a mountain man. What woman would be? He shook his head. “I can’t accept.”

      Mr. Brown’s face fell, and his eyes grew watery. “You must. You must accept, Mr. Jones. I need to have all three of my daughters wed as quickly as possible. The doctor has informed me that I don’t just have a cold, but I have a weak heart and winter fever. He doesn’t think I’ll survive until summer.”

      Harper blinked at the man. “Winter fever?”

      “Yes.” The older man let out a slow breath. “There are times when it burns when I take a deep breath. The doctor tells me not to exert myself, but I’m here in Fort Laramie in order to get all my affairs in order.”

      Harper frowned. Now he understood the man’s hurry. Though he didn’t want to accept a bride as a gift or payment back for what he didn’t feel was a debt, he wanted to help Mr. Brown.

      “You must help me,” Mr. Brown whispered. “I’m in need of a good man like you to take care of my daughter once I’m gone.”

      Harper’s heart squeezed in his chest. He suddenly felt selfish for refusing the man. Slowly, he nodded. “I will accept your offer. I promise to take care of your daughter as my wife.”

      Mr. Brown’s eyes crinkled as he grinned. “I know you will. You are a godly man who lives the life of the Good Samaritan. I know that any of my daughters will be blessed to have you as their husband. I don’t want for them wealth of this world. I know now that God led me to you for this very purpose. You will be helping me take care of a need while I am helping you. God knows this will work out.”

      “Must we have a wedding by proxy?” Harper asked. “I can wait for your daughter to arrive here in Laramie.”

      Mr. Brown shook his head. “I don’t want there to be any possibility of cold feet. I don’t want something to happen to me before my daughter arrives and for her to back out of the arrangement. Though I want my daughter with me for my final moments, as a lawyer, I want things in writing and finalized so I can rest in peace.”

      A frown tugged at Harper’s lip. “I don’t like the idea of forcing your daughter to marry me.”

      Mr. Brown laughed. “It will be her choice, I promise you. Once I explain the situation, one of them will make the right choice. I have faith in them.”

      The wind that had been welcome before began to chill Harper, so that he shivered while standing there. He needed to get back inside. “I will trust you, then, Mr. Brown. And wait for your word.”

      With another grin, Mr. Brown patted Harper on the shoulder. “You won’t regret this.”

      As he watched the older man mount his horse and take off back toward town, Harper gripped his broom. He truly hoped that Mr. Brown was right. But somehow, he doubted that he wouldn’t regret it. After letting out another sigh, Harper followed Jack up the hill back to his house. For now, he’d put the thought out of his mind. It twisted his gut too much if he allowed it to stay at the front of his thoughts.
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      They had been home for two days before Mabel’s father called everyone into the parlor to discuss something of importance. Mother stood behind his wingback chair and gestured for Mabel and her two sisters to sit down. The grave look on her face juxtaposed with the grin that their father had. Somehow, that made Mabel’s heart pinch in her chest and her stomach lurch. She didn’t think that they had good news ahead of them.

      “My three beautiful daughters. You know that you are the lights of my life. I’m so very blessed that each of you have come to me and your mother. I want you to know how much I love each of you.”

      Marsha, the eldest sister, leaned forward and took hold of their father’s hands. “We love you too, Father. Truly. You didn’t need to call us in here to tell us that.”

      He smiled a bit wider and coughed as he shook his head. “I didn’t. I’ve called you in here to let you know that the doctor has informed me that I’m dying.”

      “No,” Mabel gasped, and tears sprung to her eyes. The pinching in her chest grew to a spreading ache. 

      “Father! How can you be sure? Surely you must—” Maude started, but her father held up a finger at the same time that their mother gave Maude a sharp glare.

      “I’ve seen the doctor both here in Fort Kearny as well as the one in Fort Laramie. The doctor in Laramie sent me out to a farm to see a medicine man—a healer—who knows about weak hearts. It’s what I was doing the day of the blizzard,” Father said as he met eyes with Mabel.

      Inside Mabel’s chest, her heart shattered into a million pieces. Her vision blurred as hot tears filled her eyes and blinked down her cheeks. A lump formed in her throat that choked her. She couldn’t possibly say a word.

      Her father continued. “Before this illness takes me, I believe that the Lord has given me time to settle my affairs. I want to be sure that each of you has a suitable husband so that you are well taken care of by a godly man while I’m gone.”

      Maude gasped. “No, father. You must be mistaken. We cannot leave our mother alone like that.”

      He shook his head. “Your mother is making plans to move back east to Boston. She will stay with her sister. There is also a very kind, godly gentleman in Boston who is willing to accept one of you as a bride. He’s an older gentleman. A widower and a professor at the college there—”

      “I’ll go,” Marsha said with finality. “I’ll go to Boston. I want to stay near mother and as the oldest, it’s only right that I take the older gentleman as my husband.”

      “No!” Maude shook her head, tears still spilling over her cheeks. “I don’t want an arranged marriage, Father. I’m in love with Michael, the pastor’s son.”

      A small smile played on their father’s lips. “I know that already, Maude. I made arrangements with the pastor. Michael has already agreed to take you as his wife.”

      The tears stopped flowing in Mabel’s eyes as she blinked at her sisters. How could they accept this so easily? How could everything in their lives be changing so fast? She could scarcely breathe. Her gaze traveled across her two sisters, to her mother and then, finally, to her father. He smiled softly at her, and the look on his face pulled at her heart.

      He shook his head. “My lovely, dearest Mabel.”

      She nodded, the tears filling her eyes again. “Yes, Father.”

      “No man is good enough for you. I don’t want to let you go to anyone. If I wasn’t pressed for time, I’d hold onto you as long as I could.”

      The smallest of smiles tugged at her lip. Both her sisters were favored by their mother because they fared better at needlepoint and singing, and doing the things that their mother loved to do. But Mabel was her father’s daughter. She was the one who liked to read the same books he read, dreamed of exploring the world with him, and imagined the insides of train engines with him. And now he would soon be gone. Her heart shattered again.

      Her father coughed and then finally said. “I found the perfect, godly man for you if you will accept him. He’s the man who I told you about. The one who took care of me when I was sick with fever during the blizzard.”

      Mabel’s eyes went wide. “The mountain man?”

      Father nodded. “He’s kindhearted, brave, and strong. He reads his bible and cares after strangers without expecting payment in return. Being the wife of a mountain man wouldn’t be easy for a delicate woman, but you’re not a delicate woman—are you, Mabel?”

      She laughed at her father’s jest. He’d often said that about her when comparing her to her sisters. “No, I’m not.”

      “Will you become his wife? He’s a lonely man and needs a wife like you to strengthen him and make him whole.”

      She straightened in her seat and swiped at her face. “Yes, Father. I will become the mountain man’s wife.”
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      The following Sunday at the church in Fort Laramie, the pastor asked Harper to see him after services. In his chest, Harper’s heart pinched. It had been ten days since Mr. Brown had left. Harper feared that word had finally come, and he swallowed down the feeling as he followed the pastor to his office at the back of the rectory. Once they were alone, the pastor sat at his desk and smiled. “Please, Mr. Jones, have a seat.”

      Harper let out a slow breath, smoothed his hair down and then sat in the chair across the desk from Pastor Greene.

      Pastor Greene pushed a piece of paper across the desk toward Harper. “It seems that Mr. Brown has made arrangements with the church in Fort Kearny to have a small service today, and we’d like to do the same. One of our ushers has stayed behind with his wife as witnesses, and my wife will stand in proxy of yours so that you may exchange vows.”

      As tight as Harper’s chest felt, he didn’t understand how there was enough room for his heart to beat so hard and heavy. Before him, a marriage certificate sat. It had already been signed by both Mr. Brown and his daughter, Mabel. He blinked back up at Pastor Greene. “Is this truly the right thing to do in the eyes of God? A proxy wedding just doesn’t seem right, does it? She doesn’t know me. She hasn’t met me, and yet is she truly willing to join in a heavenly union with me?”

      Sympathetic eyes met his as Pastor Greene nodded. “Several men out here in the west get married by proxy or by post. It’s no longer uncommon. Arranged marriages have been in use since biblical times.”

      Still, Harper couldn’t bring his hand up to accept the pen that the pastor offered him. 

      The pastor released a sigh. “Mr. Brown told me about his condition. You are doing him and his family, and even your future wife, an enormous favor by accepting this. But if you don’t want to, if you have doubts, then maybe I should send word back that you decline.”

      The thought of doing that pained Harper worse. He wanted a bride. He hoped that she would fill the emptiness in his life that Jack failed to. And he didn’t want to let Mr. Brown down. Harper wanted to help the friend he’d made in just a few short days. Finally, he swallowed down the lump and reached up his hand. “No need. I will sign it.”

      After signing the marriage certificate, the pastor swept Harper out of his office and back to the rectory where the pastor’s wife waited in the first pew with one of the ushers and his wife. They all stood when Harper appeared.

      “Congratulations,” the usher said with a wide smile, patting Harper on his back.

      The two ladies said similar platitudes, but Harper hardly heard them. Did he deserve congratulations? He felt selfish. He felt wrong. He was marrying a woman who might fear him once she’d seen him. He was tying her to a life where prejudice against her husband would be a regular occurrence whenever she went to town. Though Mr. Brown had made him almost forget that he was different, the truth came back to haunt Harper. He wasn’t good enough to be marrying Mabel Brown, but here he was, standing at the altar, repeating the vows as the pastor gave them to him. 

      It all happened so fast, in a whirlwind, and Harper didn’t seem to come back to himself until Jack barked at him from his front porch where he’d been tied. How had Harper even gotten back home? Had he really walked the three miles back from the church in Laramie in such a daze he couldn’t remember it? 

      His stomach churned. What had he done? He regretted it immediately. He shouldn’t have signed the paper or said the vows. By doing so, he’d chained a woman to a hard life, much harder than Mr. Brown could have imagined. If Mr. Brown had truly known what he was tying his daughter to, would he have ever made the offer to Harper? Now it was too late. They couldn’t change their minds. 

      Or maybe they could. Maybe they could petition the church for an annulment. 

      Relief spread across Harper’s shoulders at the thought. Once the woman saw how hard this life was, she could return to her mother’s house after they had it annulled. Then Harper wouldn’t have rejected Mr. Brown’s offer. Then his daughter could truly know what she was getting into. All Harper needed to do was wait until she arrived. He’d show her the life she had in store and give her the option of getting out. He hoped inside that Mr. Brown would continue to live well past a month so he could spend as much time as possible with his daughter. And in the meantime, Harper would make arrangements for his move to the north before summer hit its peak.
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      Sadness still hung on Mabel’s shoulders. It had been a week since they had buried her father, but she still missed him every moment of the day. Her eyes might have been dry at the moment, but she never knew when something in her environment would strike the nerve in her and she’d start crying again. As she stepped off the stagecoach in Fort Laramie, she took a deep breath to steady herself.

      The first thing she saw was the church standing in front of her. What would it have been like to have been married there? What would it have been like to have her father and husband present for the wedding? Jealousy sprang in her chest. Maude had had a proper wedding with a man whom she’d already loved, and father there, to give her away.

      Afterwards, with only her family present, they had a short ceremony for Mabel to say her vows to a man she’d never met. At least her father had been there for that, more than a month ago. How had so much time passed so quickly? How had it become May already? Her pastor had sent word to Pastor Greene, here in Laramie about the day of her arrival, but as she looked about, it seemed the military town went about its own business, and no one was there, waiting for her. She frowned and stepped up to the stagecoach driver. “Are we late, sir? What time was our arrival scheduled here in Laramie?”

      The driver lifted a brow and smiled at her. “No, Miss. We’re about forty minutes ahead of schedule. If you need to await someone, you can do it in the stage coach office. If you like.”

      She nodded as the men set her steamer trunk upon the wooden slats of the covered porch in front of the office. She sat upon the trunk and waited. Horses were coming and going out of town, and any one of them could have held her mountain man, but as each one passed her with a gentleman doing little more than nodding her direction, her heart began to sink. How would she know Mr. Harper Jones when she saw him?

      A barking dog caught her attention as the sun began sinking in the sky to just the right height that she had to shade her eyes to look to the west. A brown and white setter came bounding up ahead of a man walking on the road with a sled behind him. Blue eyes flashed in her memory as she thought of the man who’d opened the door for her at the general store six weeks ago. The dog was the same as was the sled. The man came, pulling the sled covered in furs behind him, but he wore a suit instead of the furs she’d seen on him that day. His longer brown hair was tied back, exposing his strong, square jaw. She wondered if he was going to the general store again as he continued toward her. When his blue eyes met hers, her heart fluttered. And then he stopped, right in front of her, and her eyes grew wide.
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        * * *

      

      “Mabel Brown?” he asked when he finally caught his breath. She sat on her trunk with her pale pink dress spread around her and when her green eyes fixed upon him, he lost his ability to breathe.

      It was her. The beautiful young girl who’d smiled up at him that day, six weeks ago, before he’d found Mr. Brown in the snow. Was it possible that she was Mr. Brown’s daughter? Was it possible that she was now Harper’s wife? His heart pounded in his chest as he drew near, looking around for another woman, another possibility, but no one else waited in front of the stage coach office. If he didn’t see the stage heading toward the livery, he would have wondered if it had arrived yet. Was it possible that this was just a coincidence? Was it really her?

      Her eyes were wide, but she blinked twice, seeming to get a hold of herself and then she nodded. “Yes, I’m Mabel. Are you Mr. Jones?”

      He swallowed the lump in his throat. “Yes, Ma’am. I’m Harper Jones.”

      All manners he’d been taught by his father went to the wayside. He couldn’t remember how to introduce himself to a lady, so he gave her a bow at the waist. He could scarcely breathe still. And when he straightened and looked into those emerald green eyes again, he grew weak in the knees.

      Then Jack jumped on her.

      “Jack!” Harper admonished the dog.

      But the woman just giggled, even though the dog has his front paws on the front of her dress. She patted him and allowed the dog to lick her chin as she laughed so me more. “It’s okay. He’s a good dog. Aren’t you, Jack?”

      If Harper thought he couldn’t breathe before, now his heart had stopped beating for half a second. He’d always thought that Jack was a great judge of a person’s character. Did Jack really like this girl so much? It shouldn’t have been surprising to Harper at all, since she’d seemed like an angel the day that they’d almost met.

      When Jack got down from her dress, Harper’s heart sank. Muddy paw prints smeared across the front of her skirts. Harper tried to hand the lady a handkerchief while he stammered, “I... I’m sorry. He shouldn’t... He shouldn’t have jumped on you like that.” And then he hissed at the dog.

      She shook her head and smiled up at him. It was a wide, unencumbered, genuine smile. Her eyes crinkled when she did. His heart skipped a beat again as she took the kerchief. “Thank you, but it’s all right. I’d never have been able to keep a dress clean for long. Don’t be mad at him.”

      How could she be so understanding and so forgiving? Harper knew one thing for sure, Mabel Bro—Jones was unlike any woman he’d ever met before. 
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      “Could we stop for a moment?” Mabel asked, looking up at her very tall, very strong husband. They’d been walking for more than a mile since they’d left town, and her feet were killing her. Even though she’d been doing her best not to limp, her stride had been short and slow. After offering for her to ride on the sled, and her turning it down, Harper had stayed right with her, matching his considerable stride to hers without complaint.

      Though he didn’t seem to mind, she did. Once they stopped, she let out a breath and leaned against the trunk while she pulled her shoes off and set them down on the sled beside her trunk. Harper lifted a brow at her, but when she began to remove her stockings, his eyes went wide and he turned away to give her a bit of privacy.

      “I hope you don’t mind if I go without shoes?” she asked, suddenly feeling a bit self-conscious. “I’m not terribly used to these shoes, since I only wear them on Sundays, and my everyday shoes are packed somewhere in the trunk, and I’m not sure if I can find them right away.”

      He cleared his throat, his face still turned away from her. “No, Ma’am. I don’t mind.”

      She tilted her head at him. “I don’t believe anyone has ever called me Ma’am in my life. You know that I’m only seventeen? My eighteenth birthday isn’t until the end of this month.”

      He suddenly turned to her with wide, terrified eyes. “You’re only seventeen?” he croaked out.

      Mabel nodded. “Almost eighteen. But anyway, please call me Mabel. And do you mind if I call you Harper?”

      The terrified look in his wide eyes didn’t abate, but he turned his head away and nodded. “I’d prefer it to Mr. Jones.”

      “Good. And I’d prefer Mabel to ma’am, especially from my husband.”

      His hands gripped the rope he’d been holding harder, and his knuckles turned white. She frowned at him as he began walking again, pulling the sled behind him. Jack ran ahead of them, but never more than about twenty feet or so, sniffing the ground to both sides of the trail. Harper was definitely upset to hear her age. Mabel wondered why. Although she was a bit young, she wasn’t too young for marriage. She’d seen girls as young as fifteen in weddings and most of her cousins were married around her age. And even though Harper had darker skin and a rougher appearance, he didn’t seem to be much older than her by her estimate.

      “How old are you?” she blurted. And then she realized how rude she was and covered her mouth with her hand. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

      “I’m twenty-two.” He continued walking without turning around.

      She blinked at him. He was older than she’d thought he was, but still not very old. She shrugged and kept walking with him. The red clay beneath her feet was soft and just a slight bit squishy. It made it easy for her to spread out her toes and walk along, and the cool temperature was helping numb the pain she’d had earlier. 

      Her father had told her what he knew about the mountain man. Apparently, he’d had no family. And though he was large, he seemed to be kind and gentle. When Harper’s fingers went up to his collar and tugged at it, she wondered if he wasn’t used to wearing a suit any more than she’d been used to wearing her dress shoes. 

      “Is that your Sunday best suit?” she asked and quickened her pace a bit so she could get ahead of him a step and peer back into his face. 

      His brow furrowed as he peered at her, but he didn’t answer the question.

      Jack barked and then took off after something into the woods. Mabel stared after him, though Harper didn’t seem to hesitate, but kept walking.

      “Is it okay to let him go tearing off like that? What if he gets lost or doesn’t come back?” she asked, still watching for Jack among the trees. 

      “He’ll come back in a minute. He always does.”

      Even though Harper seemed confident, Mabel couldn’t help but keep looking for the brown and white setter as they walked down the road. After several minutes, the dog came bounding up, tongue lolling out the side of his mouth. Mabel let out a relieved breath. The sun had settled just below the trees to the west and left everything in a golden hue. When Jack ran ahead again, he turned to the right down a narrower path, and when Harper got there, he turned as well. A gradual uphill climb met them as they started up the trail. It wasn’t long before a quaint log cabin came into view. The cabin seemed to glow in the light, making her heart flutter in her chest. Maybe things would work out between Harper and her. Maybe this was a blessing for her. As she stopped and watched Harper go toward the front porch after Jack, she said a small prayer of gratitude and then followed after him.
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      An evening breeze picked up just before Harper went into the house. He stepped inside, and though it was presently warm, he decided the best course of action was to start a fire in the wood stove. Mabel entered the house behind him and took a deep breath. “It’s lovely,” she said.

      He lifted a brow and looked back at her, his heart squeezing in his chest. He’d expected her to say it was too small, too rough, too cold, with too little furniture. He’d never expected her to say it was lovely. With a tilt of his head, he regarded her a moment. Then again, nothing she’d done so far was what he’d expected of her. He thought he’d about pass out when she’d taken off her shoes on the trail. Her dainty little feet sunk in the red clay so that her toes were barely visible. It had been one of the cutest things he’d seen, but he’d done his best not to stare and to keep walking forward.

      Jack was dusting the floor with his tail as he sat in front of Mabel, looking up at her. She went around the room, touching the mantle, the table, the back of his chair lightly with her fingertips. 

      “Do you mind if I sit here?” she asked.

      He shook his head and then went back to working on starting the fire.

      She sat in his chair and picked up his bible from the side table. His heart fluttered as he watched her. No one had ever touched his bible except for his father, who’d given it to him. It felt terribly intimate to have Mabel flip through the pages—as if his very soul was laid bare to her within its words. He’d read through it several times, and it was well worn, though he’d never written in it except for the family tree at the front.

      “There is no fear in love, but perfect love casteth out fear,” she read from First John and then closed the book and set it back on the side table. Her green eyes lifted so her gaze met his. “I’m afraid right now. I don’t know how to do what we’re doing. I don’t know how to be a good wife. I don’t know what the future holds. But I trust in God and I trust in my father’s judgement on this. He felt that we would be a good match, so I’m going to choose to believe him and learn to love you, but until then, I might show a lot of fear. Will you forgive me for that?”

      He blinked at her, the match box slipping from his fingers and falling to the floor. The smell of sulfur wafted around him. He swallowed hard and then worked to pick up the mess he’d made. She rushed over to help him, her fingers touching his as they both reached for the same matches that had spread across the floor. Heat rushed up his arm at the feeling of her touch. He pulled his hand away at the same time that she did. Then he met eyes with her, finding it hard to draw breath when she was so close. “I promise not to force you to do anything you don’t want to. I fear and trust God, too. Though I didn’t know your father for more than a few days, I consider him a friend. I will choose to trust him, too.”

      A warm smile spread across her lips as she nodded and pulled away. “I couldn’t ask for more.”

      Harper tried to measure his breathing, so he didn’t inhale too deeply or let her know that she had such an effect on him already. Strength and control. Even though he felt weak, and that he wasn’t in control of anything anymore, he didn’t want to portray that to his new wife. He bent down and finished returning the matches to his matchbox, before finishing the job of starting the fire. Keeping his gaze away from her, he got the fire started and then stood slowly and put a kettle of water on the top of the stove. 

      Mabel began to hum. The familiar tune caused goosebumps to rise on his arms, and he lost his breath again. Everything that she did seemed to have a tremendous effect on him. How was he going to continue like this? With his heart racing and his breath hitching constantly—if things continued like this, wouldn’t he die eventually?
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        * * *

      

      Later that evening after dinner, Mabel had found herself sitting on the floor and just petting and loving on the dog. Jack sat in her lap and had hardly left her side for more than a second. She knew that as much love and attention as the dog showed her, his owner must have also been affectionate toward him. She had watched Harper make a stew of potatoes and carrots and dried meat, trying to memorize where everything was located in the kitchen. Eventually, she’d need to take over some of those duties from him. Her purpose was to be a help mate to him, and she understood that. As her father had said, she was there to help make Harper’s life full and complete. Though she might not be much help to him at first, she was willing to learn how.

      Now, she watched him make a pallet of furs in front of the wood stove, and once he was finished, he turned toward her. “Please choose where you would rather sleep. The bed has a wool-stuffed mattress that I bought from the general store, but it’s a bit colder in the bedroom than it is out here. This pallet will be warm, but less comfortable. I will sleep in the location you do not choose.”

      “Where do you usually sleep?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “Honestly, most of the time, I fall asleep in my chair.”

      “My father used to do that quite often, too.” She smiled and huffed a laugh, tears stinging the backs of her eyes. After swallowing down those bittersweet emotions that wanted to surface, she said finally, “I’ll take the bed then. That way, if you fall asleep in your chair, you’re not feeling as though you’re disturbing me on the pallet. And it’s easier for you to move from the chair to the pallet at night as well.”

      He nodded and smiled back. “Very logical.”

      “I try to be logical when I can,” she said, and then the two of them fell into a moment of silence that could have been rather uncomfortable, but the crackling of wood in the stove and Jack’s gentle panting helped fill the silence with soothing sounds.

      Harper cleared his throat. “I just want you to know that if this isn’t what you’d planned... if you don’t believe you are happy... that I’m willing to get an annulment. If you want.”

      Did he want an annulment? Had he already decided he was unhappy? The idea of an annulment had never even crossed her mind as a possibility, but it seemed it had crossed his. How did he really feel about all this? Did he do this as a favor to her father, but really didn’t want a wife? She swallowed hard. “I believe that we will work things out. For now, things might be a bit rocky simply because we do not know one another.”

      “All right. But I don’t want you to feel trapped.” His brows furrowed.

      She laughed. “Trapped by a trapper?”

      He lifted a brow at her, thinking a moment about what she’d just said. It was the kind of joke her father would have made, and that tickled her more. She covered her mouth and giggled behind her hand. After a moment, his face softened and he gave a small chuckle. Good. She’d made him laugh. That was a start. If she could continue to take small steps to becoming friends with her husband, they would grow closer. Her father believed that Harper was a good, godly man, and Harper had proven her father true in that regard. Now, the two of them just needed to work on learning to become man and wife.

      After they’d both calmed down from the laughter, Mabel patted Jack on the head and stood. Then she took a small lantern off the side table and bowed her head to Harper. “I guess I’ll be saying goodnight then.”

      He nodded; his blue eyes fixed on hers. “Goodnight.”

      She swallowed and turned toward the only room in the house with a door. The small bedroom only had the one bed, a chair, a nightstand for her to set the lantern upon, and her steamer trunk at the foot of the bed. A window sat on the other side of the room, but a large fur covered it like a heavy drape. Everywhere she looked around the house, furs covered things. She’d always liked the feeling of fur between her fingers. Though it saddened her when she thought about the death of the animal necessary to acquire the fur, she understood the need for the use of fur through the harsh winter months out in the western territory. She let out a slow breath, closed the door behind her, and opened her trunk. Once she found her nightclothes, she slowly changed. Every noise that Harper or Jack made from the other room startled her. The walls and door were thinner than she’d realized. No. They weren’t thin. But she was just being too sensitive, too aware of every small sound while she changed clothes. Would she really get used to life like this?

      Once she was in her night clothes, she braided her hair loosely and then pulled back the fur covers from the bed. After sitting down, she doused the lantern. In the darkness of the room, the smell of the hides all around her seemed to intensify. She pulled the covers up to her chin once she lay down. Her heart continued to race as she watched the light under the door dim. Harper must have been settling down for the night as well.

      A scratch at the door startled her. Then Harper’s deep voice hissed in a growling tone, “Jack! Get away from there.”

      A smile pulled at her lips as she realized she had nothing to fear. Harper seemed as much a gentleman as he was a mountain man.
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        * * *

      

      Harper sighed in the flickering light coming from the wood stove as he lay upon his pallet. Jack snuggled right up against him, and though he didn’t usually let the dog get so close to him while he slept, he felt the dog needed the comfort since Mabel had left Jack out of the bedroom and shut the door. The dog had been forlorn. The immediate attachment Jack had with Mabel left Harper jealous.

      Another sigh escaped him.

      It was her.

      He’d never for one moment imagined that he’d be fortunate enough to get the woman of his dreams for his wife. And now he wanted to do everything in his power to keep her, but like she’d said jokingly, he didn’t want to keep her trapped if she didn’t want to be here. He hoped she wanted to stay. He hoped that one day soon, they could fall into a comfortable, affectionate relationship, like the one she’d already developed with Jack.

      Was it silly to be jealous of a dog?
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      A scream from in the house made Harper drop his ax and come running. His heart seized in his chest, as he ran to the front porch, nearly tripping over Jack who’d run ahead of him. Harper yanked open the front door not knowing what to expect from inside, so he told Jack to stay out as he went in. On the floor, Mabel picked up the pieces of a shattered clay pot that had smashed in the kitchen. Her sad green eyes shot up to meet his.

      She shook her head. “I’m so sorry. I just saw a mouse, and it startled me and I couldn’t keep hold of this pot. I broke it. I’m so sorry.”

      Slowly, Harper began to breathe again. He blinked at her and tried to smile reassuringly, shaking his head. “Don’t worry about the pot. I can get another at the trading post on the way to the summer cabin. It’s fine.”

      She hissed as a shard of the pot sliced her finger. Bright red blood began pooling and dripping from the inch-long cut. 

      Harper’s heart squeezed in his chest once more as he leapt forward and grabbed the tea towel from the table next to the stove and wrapped it around her finger. Her watery green eyes met his, wrinkles forming above them. “I’m such a lummox. My father used to say that a bull in a shop which sells crockery would cause less damage then me.”

      He shook his head again, putting pressure on her wound and helping her stand. Then he noticed her bare feet and the several pieces of sharp broken clay which still scattered the floor around her. He tensed; then he leaned forward and scooped her up, a hand at the back of her knees.

      “Whoa!” she cried out as he lifted her. Then she reached out to steady herself on his shoulders.

      He frowned. “Please continue to put pressure on your wound.”

      She gasped and then released him in order to put both hands against her chest, holding her injured finger with the tea towel. 

      Could Harper’s heart beat harder or faster? If it did, he feared it would break free of his chest and beat its way through his skin. She was smaller than he’d realized. She smelled faintly cinnamon and cedar. Every part of her body that rested against him pressed him like a soft pillow. The clay shards crunched beneath his moccasins, and sharp points pressed against the hides, into his soles, making each step uncomfortable, but not cutting in.

      “I’m so sorry,” she whispered again.

      He carried her to his chair and set her down gently, kneeling beside her so that they were eye level with each other. Nodding toward the tea towel, he said, “Don’t take pressure off that for several more minutes. We need the bleeding to stop. Don’t worry about the mess. I’ll get it.”

      Her watery eyes apologized more while she chewed slightly on her lip. “I was going to make oatmeal.”

      “I can do that, too. I have another pot,” he reassured her as he stood.

      She shook her head, the tears breaking free from her eyes and slipping down her cheeks. “You were chopping wood. I heard it outside. I wanted to be helpful, too. I wanted to make you breakfast while you were working.”

      Without his permission, his stomach flipped. She wanted to make him breakfast? He couldn’t remember the last time that anyone had done something like that for him. Maybe when he was a young child his mother would? But when she’d passed on, he’d taken the job of cooking breakfast for himself and his father. He reminded himself to breathe again. Then he offered her a small smile. “You can do that another time. Right now, take care of yourself, please.”

      She blinked away the tears and nodded. But while he cleaned up the mess on the floor, she continued to sigh from the chair. Whenever he stole a glance at her, her gaze would meet his right away, as though she’d never taken her eyes off him. For a moment, he chuckled to himself, but had to turn from her quickly, hoping she wouldn’t see. But no such luck.

      “What’s so funny?” she asked.

      Chagrined, he peered back at her. “I was just thinking that Jack doesn’t stare at me as hard as you’re doing right now.”

      Her eyes widened a moment, while her cheeks turned a delicious shade of pink. Then a smile spread across her lips and she laughed. The rich, enticing sound of it enchanting his ears. He’d never heard a sound so sweet as Mabel’s laugh. It launched butterflies in his stomach. Finally, she lifted a brow at him and tilted her head once she stopped laughing. “I’m certain I’m not so bad as the dog, but I’m sorry if I made you feel uncomfortable. I was just wishing that I hadn’t been such a dunderhead. It was bad enough that I made a mess of everything, but I had to go and cut my finger so that now I can’t even clean it up.”

      He laughed and nodded. “I understand. But really, it’s all right.”

      Once he’d finished getting the mess cleaned up, he put a pot of water on the stove top and then returned to Mabel’s side. To keep level with her, he knelt beside her again and took her hand in his. 

      “Let’s take a look at this now,” he said as he gently unwrapped the towel and exposed the cut on her hand. Now that the blood had dried, it didn’t look quite as bad as it had originally. “It sure bled a lot for such a little cut.”

      She frowned down at it. “I bleed a lot from little cuts. I think I’ve always done that.”

      He lifted a brow at her. “That’s an interesting bit. Do you often get cuts?”

      “At times. When I was younger, I’d get into mischief. I’m not much like my sisters. My father used to say that I was the son he never had.” She shrugged.

      Using a basin of cool water, Harper washed around the cut slowly, trying to remove the excess dried blood without reopening the wound. Even if she said she was the son her father never had, she certainly didn’t have hands like a man. Her fingers were long and small and delicate, and her touch soft—so different from his. His heart continued to race with each soft touch of her hand.

      “Did you say something earlier about a summer cabin? What did you mean by that?” Her brow furrowed. 

      He chewed his lip. He’d forgotten he’d said anything about that. His heart squeezed in his chest. This wasn’t something he’d prepared to talk to her about yet. If she’d decided to get an annulment, he’d be heading north on his own. Telling her about the trip north wouldn’t be necessary. Now he’d gone and showed his hand long before he’d intended. He cleared his throat as he finished tending to her hand and then pulling away with the towel and basin. “This is my winter home. In the summers, I travel north for better trapping, a variety of furs and to get away from the fort and trail. They get too busy in the warmer months.”

      She blinked, and her eyes widened. “Is it far? How long will it take us to get there?”

      A smile tugged at his lip. She’d said “us.” His heart skipped a beat. He cleared his throat again. “It’s about four days journey on foot. There are a few outposts that I, or other travelers have built along the way for camping. It’s a rough journey, though. I’m not sure you should endure it. We could make arrangements for you to stay here in town until I get back in the fall if you’d prefer.”

      The corners of her eyes pinched as she frowned. “I’ll go where my husband goes. I don’t want to be apart from you. When do we leave?”

      We. Even in his wildest dreams, he hadn’t really hoped that she’d go with him. His mind had been going mad all morning trying to figure out what would be best for her when he left. Could she stay in the cabin? Could he make arrangements for her to stay at the hotel for a few months? Now that they’d finally talked about it, he felt he’d been paying interest on a debt that didn’t come due. Though his worries didn’t disappear, they changed. Now he’d need to figure out how to make the journey as comfortable as possible for her. He didn’t want life to be too tough on her. He’d do everything he could to never see her bleed like that again. He rubbed the back of his neck and finally answered, “At the end of the month.”

      She nodded and stood, peering past him. “The water’s boiling. I think I’m okay now and can make the oatmeal myself.”

      “You don’t need to do that, I can—” he started.

      “No. You were busy outside, and Jack is still whining at the door. I’m sure you have other things to do, so let me do what I can to make your life easier. That’s what a wife is for.”

      His heart fluttered again. His wife. Her companionship was already easing his heart, even if he had new things to worry about. He nodded to her, and couldn’t help the small smile that tugged at his lips again. Turning away quickly, he started for the door, as he did have more wood to chop. “I’ll leave this to you.”

      “Breakfast will be ready in half an hour then!” she called from behind him.

      Suddenly, he felt spoiled. He could get used to someone helping make some of his meals, but even more so, he could get used to the sound of her voice calling out to him.
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      Mabel had ruined the oatmeal. She’d let the heat stay a little too high too long and much of it had stuck to the sides of the pot and gotten a slightly acrid, burned odor to it, even though it wasn’t browned much. How could she ruin oatmeal? Tears stung the backs of her eyes as she hung her head in defeat over the pot.

      “Smells delicious,” a deep voice said from behind her. “Is it ready?”

      Swiping at her eyes, hoping to stop the tears, Mabel turned about. How could it smell delicious? She couldn’t get the tart smell out of her nose. Slowly, she trained her gaze up to meet his. He smiled at her. She shook her head. “I think I may have cooked it a bit wrong.”

      “Nonsense,” he said, shaking his head and skirting around her to take hold of the pot. “Looks just dandy to me.”

      Then he proceeded to dish it out into the two bowls. He even scraped the sides of the pot and took a bit of the worst part and put it into his own bowl. The dried, tanned oatmeal looked very wrong.

      “If we add a bit of sugar and butter to this, I think you’ll be in for a surprise.” His cheery smile met hers as he proceeded to get the items he said from the larder and brought them to the table. He nodded to her. “Do you mind getting the spoons?”

      She blinked a moment and then turned about, quickly pulling two of them from the holder on top of the counter. Even though she still felt a bit confused, she found herself taking a seat at the table across from Harper. “Sugar and butter?” she asked.

      With a small smile, Harper put a pat of butter on both of the bowls, where it immediately began to melt. Then he took a spoonful of sugar and spread it around the top of each, then he pushed one of the bowls toward her. “Just trust me and mix that in.”

      Nodding, she accepted the bowl from him and mimicked his actions. Once finished, she copied him as he took the first mouthful, too.

      A smile spread across his lips as he swallowed. “See, it’s just fine.”

      Slowly she chewed. Honestly, it wasn’t half as bad as she thought it was going to be. With a small sigh, she continued to eat the bowl of oatmeal that somehow, Harper had saved. She watched him as he ate. His startling mixture of dark hair and blue eyes intrigued her. Even his skin tone was a bit darker than most men she’d seen, especially since they were just coming out of winter. The native blood in him shone through. Even though she’d had no dealings with the Crow Indians between the two forts, she’d seen them on occasion. They were rougher than Harper, more weathered. Maybe part of it was because Harper hadn’t spent as many years out in the sun yet. His smooth, square jaw bobbed in and out as he chewed.

      Suddenly, she realized that his gaze was on her. Heat rushed to her cheeks as she swallowed and looked away.

      “The oatmeal is good, isn’t it? Is everything all right?”

      She nodded, barely peering at him through her eyelashes. “Thank you for saving the meal. It’s not nearly as bad as I’d feared.”

      He huffed a laugh. “It’s not bad at all. I’ve eaten much worse than this. And this happens often, especially when you’re cooking over an open flame on the trail.”

      A tingle of fear pricked her heart. She’d traveled by coach and stayed in hotels when moving from Boston to Wyoming Territory. But the way Harper had described it, they’d be walking to his summer cabin. And if the journey took days, it meant sleeping under the stars. These weren’t things she’d ever done before. After letting out a slow breath, she continued to consume the oatmeal, even though it had become flavorless. 

      “Is there something wrong?” he asked.

      Just from the genuine care in the sound of his voice, tears prickled in reaction at the backs of Mabel’s eyes. She shook her head but feared looking up. “Nothing’s wrong.”

      After taking a deep breath and eating the rest of her oatmeal, she finally got a hold of herself and peered back up at Harper. He found her looking softly at her, leaning on the table with a hand under his chin. The sight of it made her laugh. His cheeks reddened and his brow furrowed in response. “What’s funny?”

      She shook her head and gestured toward him with her hand as she calmed. “I just thought about what a gentleman you are, but you have an elbow on the table. If I did that in my mother’s household, she’d knock my arm out from under me.”

      His brow furrowed more as he released his chin and sat up straighter, taking his arm and putting it in his lap. “But we are not in your mother’s household.”

      She nodded and sighed. “And thank goodness for that. My mother was always harder on me than my sisters. I think it’s one of the reasons my father favored me.” Then she choked a bit as she thought of her father. “I won’t ever do that to our children.”

      She gasped at her faux pas. Had she really just said our children? Her heart raced in her chest as Harper’s eyebrows rose, and his cheeks reddened further. He cleared is throat, blinking and looking away. He’d definitely taken note of the slip she’d made with her tongue. She winced and looked away, herself. How could she always trip over words just as easily as lumps on the ground that weren’t there? No matter. What she’d said was out there. Yes, she planned on having children someday. Yes, Harper was her husband. So, wasn’t it only natural that her children would also be his?

      Still, the thought of it heated her cheeks and made her heart race so fast, she thought a bird had been caught in her rib cage. She stood quickly and gathered up the bowls and spoons. Then she mumbled, quickly, “I’ll wash up.”
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        * * *

      

      Harper’s heart swelled in his chest. Mabel had talked about having children... with him. He swallowed hard after she took away the bowls. Then he got up and started for the door again. He needed to do something, because sitting there in the chair wasn’t doing enough to help rid him of the sudden euphoria he felt. If he didn’t get control of his emotions, he might get up and take hold of the woman and kiss her. And it was much too early for that. 

      Outside, Jack jumped around his legs in excitement. The setter usually only did that when they were going out to check the traps. That was a reasonably good idea. Maybe a hike through the woods in the cool air would help him expend the extra heat he had warming his face and creeping up his collar. After grabbing hold of his sled, he marched headlong into the woods for the first beaver dam in the stream. Still feeling too hot, he peeled off the fur over his shoulders to expose his bare arms. The brisk cool air licked the sweat from his skin. He marched forward as fast as the sled would allow. He’d have run if he’d been able. Getting out of the house was a good idea. If he’d stayed, he might have done something he’d regret later. The last thing he wanted to do was scare Mabel off. 

      Right now, Mabel at least seemed willing to entertain the idea of staying with him and becoming his wife. His real wife. 

      As he stepped into the icy waters of the stream and waded toward the beaver dam, he couldn’t help the exhalation that left his lips. Maybe she felt that way now, but would she continue to? As things got tougher and harder because she was hitched to a mountain man, would she really want to remain with him?

      The trap had been sprung, but no beaver in it, again. With a frown, he reset the trap. Then he waded through the icy waters, returning to Jack, who sat upon the bank of the stream with his tail wagging behind him. Jack stared at him hard, seemingly excited simply because Harper’s own feelings were high. When he got out of the stream, Harper leaned on his sled and slipped his moccasins from his feet, replacing them with a fresh pair. It didn’t take terribly long for the beaver fur of his shoes to dry, but he always carried four pairs of shoes with him as he checked his traps. Water sloshing in his feet would be unbearable. Birds sang in the trees around him. Even though the brisk air reminded him that winter hadn’t yet let its grip go on the year, the trees were already starting to bud with new growth and the birds were increasing their activity. It wasn’t terribly uncommon for another snowstorm to make its way through during the first half of May, but by the end of May it would be fully spring. 

      That was when Harper usually made his journey north. 

      Maybe he could skip the journey this year. The trapping was better northward in the summer. He’d get more foxes and possibly even a buffalo or grizzly hide or two. But he’d give it all up just to make sure that Mabel was more comfortable. After all, they were just married.

      Married.

      The word still felt foreign to him. Like he was talking about someone else’s situation, not his own. But this was his own situation. He was married—and to the one woman who he’d considered perfect from the first moment he’d laid eyes upon her. He didn’t want to ruin it. He didn’t want her to choose to get their marriage annulled and go back home to her mother. But what could he do to make her more likely to stay?

      When he reached the next beaver dam, he began wading in the waters, feeling the icy bite against his skin. One thing was for certain. He wasn’t going to ruin it by pursuing young Mabel to quickly. He’d give her as much time as she needed to make a decision on this. All he could do for now was pray that she’d want to stay.
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      Sunday morning, Mabel walked beside Harper on the long, three-mile hike to town and to church. Puffy white clouds floated lazily across the perfect azure sky. She’d always loved springtime, and taking walks like these through the fresh air outside made her feel a bit euphoric. Her cheeks hurt from smiling so much. Harper walked beside her in his Sunday best, looking quite dashing in a suit that had nary a bit of fur on it. His eyes shined in the same shade of blue as the sky. And it seemed that his smile nearly matched hers.

      The only problem was that after a mile and a half, her feet hurt too. Harper had shortened his stride to match hers and stay with her as they walked, but soon, even he noticed that she’d started walking decidedly slower. He frowned down at her. “Are you all right?”

      Her smile had become forced, but she refused to allow it to slip, even as sweat dotted her brow. “I’m afraid these shoes might have become a bit too small for me. They’re pinching my toes.”

      He offered her an arm, and she immediately took it, leaning against him. He chewed his lip while peering down at her feet, looking suddenly guilty. “I wish I’d known. I might have had something else to slip on your feet for the journey.”

      She shook her head. “Oh, no. It’s not your fault. It’s mine.” Then she looked around and slipped the shoes from her feet, allowing her toes to stretch out and sink into the cold dirt. “Do you think anyone will notice?”

      He patted her hand gently and winked at her. “I’ll let you know if I see anyone if you want to put them back on quickly. Until then, lean on me if you need to.”

      Heat rushed to her cheeks, and her heart leapt in her chest. Harper was charming and reassuring. It was quite a perfect combination in Mabel’s opinion. They continued to walk together for another mile before the town came into view. With a sigh, Mabel replaced her shoes. “I wouldn’t want to make a bad impression on those with delicate sensibilities in church.”

      After huffing a laugh, Harper shook his head. “I think I make a bad impression on those churchgoers every Sunday by my mere existence.”

      Frowning, Mabel tilted her head. “Why is that?”

      The smile he’d had on slipped a bit from his face and worry wrinkles appeared around his eyes. He swallowed, his gaze slipping past her as his face hardened a bit. “Not everyone is accepting of a half breed.”

      Mabel’s stomach dropped. She stopped walking and pulled Harper’s arm so that he would stop, too, and look at her. “You are a gentleman and a godly man. You are my husband. You are Harper Jones. Don’t let anyone make you feel less than those things by attempting to slur you.”

      He blinked at her a moment with his mouth agape.

      Then she squeezed his arm between both her hands and gave him an even bigger smile. “I like you just the way you are and would not have you any other way. Even my father approved of you. It doesn’t matter what anyone else thinks.”

      He huffed another laugh, his face softening. “That’s right.”

      “Great,” Mabel said taking another step and then stopping to slip the shoes from her feet. She tossed the shoes to the side of the road. “In fact. Let them talk and judge me. It’s better than suffering through wearing those just to make someone I don’t even know think a little better of me. They are going to think what they are going to think, and I’m determined to pay them no mind.”

      Then she marched forward, pulling Harper’s arm with her. Though the pebbles on the roadway bit into her heels a bit, she ignored them knowing that her feet would toughen up as she kept going about barefoot. She’d spent a lot of time barefoot when she was younger—had even attended church more often barefoot than not. But she’d been spending too much time trying to be prim and proper for the sake of her mother and sisters. But none of them were around now, and Harper didn’t seem to mind. And for right now, he was more important to her than anyone else.
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        * * *

      

      As church ended, Harper stepped closer to Mabel who was spending time with some of the ladies during fellowship. He touched her elbow, and she turned toward him. He offered her a gentle smile. “Will you be all right here for a moment? I need to run an errand.”

      She nodded. “I’ll find some way to occupy myself.”

      He grinned at her as he squeezed her elbow gently and then stepped away. He quickly made for the exit and rushed to the bushes just outside of town to fetch Mabel’s shoes. Then he checked them over as he made the short walk to the mercantile. There he found the shop closed. With a frown he realized that of course the shop wouldn’t be open on a Sunday. 

      A deep voice called from behind him. “Is there something I can help you with, sir?”

      Harper recognized the man right away as they had just shared a pew together in the church. Rubbing the back of his neck, Harper felt a bit awkward asking for anything, especially for help, but he was slowly beginning to realize that part of having a wife was not being able to do everything for himself any more than he could do everything for her, too. And in this moment, he needed a bit of help. “I’m sorry to bother you on the Lord’s day, but my wife only had one pair of shoes with her for church and it turns out they are a bit small. We have a three mile walk back to our home, so I wanted to see if perhaps you could help us. I’m sorry to bother you on the sabbath.”

      “Not at all,” the man said as he unlocked the front door of the mercantile. “Although it’s irregular to run business on a Sunday, the fact is that you are a brother in need. And Jesus even said that we should help those in need, no matter the day of the week.”

      Relief flooded over Harper, and tension he didn’t know was there left his chest. He bowed his head toward the man. “Thank you so much, sir.”

      The man put his hands out toward Harper. “Let’s see about the size of these shoes.”

      After no more than ten minutes, Harper had a new pair of shoes, slightly larger, to replace the old ones. His heart soared in his chest as he virtually skipped back toward the church. Most of the parishioners had already made their way to their homes or someone else’s for the afternoon. But there, standing in front of the church building was Mabel. A smile tugged at Harper’s lip as he drew closer, until he realized that she wasn’t alone. His spirits fell as he realized that two soldiers stood in front of Mabel. He worried what kind of trouble they might be giving his wife when she forced a smile and added a tilt of her head as she said, “Not at all, Mr. Renault. I’ve been having no trouble of any kind.”

      “But he’s a savage,” the tall blond man said with a frown. “Surely you must be suffering in your current state, Miss Brown.”

      Harper’s stomach twisted, and he stopped in his tracks several feet away from where they stood.

      “Actually, it’s Mrs. Jones. And my husband is a perfect gentleman,” Mabel said with her chin lifted. “But I thank you for your concern.”

      She started to turn away when the man stepped forward and took hold of Mabel’s arm. He pulled her toward him and pointed at her feet. “You say you’re not suffering, but what kind of gentleman forces his wife to walk to town—to church—in bare feet?”

      Shame and anger intermingled in Harper’s heart as heat rushed to his face. He stepped forward and cleared his throat. The two soldiers turned toward him, their eyes going wide before narrowing at him. Harper glared back. “I’ll thank you to unhand my wife,” Harper said with a bit of a growl coloring his words. 

      Blinking, the man released Mabel’s elbow and at least had the wherewithal to look chagrined. 

      Without meeting eyes with any of them, Harper stepped toward his wife and knelt down. Then without a word, he cleaned her feet with his handkerchief and placed the new shoes that he’d bought upon them. Mabel steadied herself by placing a delicate hand on his shoulder. The comforting feeling of her touch did little to douse the agitated fire that had built in him from watching the soldier question and handle his wife. His wife. He truly felt that way about her now. She was the woman he loved—yes, he loved her. And he didn’t want to let her go. He swallowed hard as he finished buckling the second shoe and then took a deep breath before looking up into Mabel’s beautiful green eyes. She blinked down at him, a smile spreading across her lips as she blinked back tears. “How did you... When did you...”

      His heart swelled in his chest, the fire in him finally quenched as she grew flustered. He smiled up at her. “As your husband, it’s my duty to provide for you.”

      She swallowed, her smile growing wider as he took her hand from his shoulder and kissed her palm gently. A small gasp escaped her lips and then her cheeks reddened.

      Then slowly, he released her hand, stood and turned toward the soldiers, an indignant frown tugging his lips while he leveled a glare at the men. “And as her husband, it’s my duty to protect her. So, now, I ask you. What’s this about?”

      The blond soldier blinked several times and took a step back. He was several inches shorter than Harper and had to look up in order to meet eyes with him. He swallowed and then finally stammered, “I was just... just making sure Miss Br—I mean Mrs. Jones wasn’t in need of any help. It seems that things are just fine, so I’ll take my leave.”

      The second soldier’s eyes remained wide as he stumbled backward with his friend. Then the two of them turned about and made themselves scarce. Even though Harper was glad to see them go, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d really like to chase them each and give them a swift kick in the rear. His hands fisted at his sides as he held himself back from doing anything of the sort. Then he felt a gentle hand on his forearm and his gaze pulled away from the men to meet with Mabel’s emerald one.

      She smiled at him. “Thank you for the shoes. I love them.”

      With his heart racing hard in his chest, he blurted, “I love you.”

      Her eyes widened as her lips parted. 

      It wasn’t a happy look in her eyes, and fear automatically gripped Harper’s heart. What if she didn’t feel the same about him? What if the soldiers had made her doubt her marriage? What if she’d been considering the annulment that he’d offered her. He suddenly wanted to take the words back. It had been too soon. His timing was terribly wrong.

      Then she smiled and shook her head. “I must be crazy, Harper, because everything in me says that it’s too fast. But I’ve never been any more patient than I’ve been delicate. I love you, too, Harper. I think I might have fallen in love with you that day I saw you at the general store—before we’d ever met.”

      It was Harper’s turn to gasp. “You remember that day?”

      She huffed a laugh. “Do you?”

      He nodded. “It had just started snowing and you had bits of white in your hair as you stepped onto the boardwalk.”

      “You held the door open for me,” she said.

      “You looked up at me as if you couldn’t see the color of my skin or the fact that I was half-native,” he whispered.

      “You went outside and pet Jack in such a gentle way that I knew you were a man with a big heart.”

      A lump formed in his throat and suddenly he couldn’t speak. He just shook his head. How was it possible that she remembered him? How was it possible that she’d even noticed him? She moved her hand so that she took his in both hers and then squeezed it gently. 

      “Believe it or not, I love you even more now than I did a moment ago,” she whispered, her eyes fixed on their hands.

      Without a thought, he took his other hand and pressed it under her chin and lifted it so that her eyes met his. “I believe it.”

      And then he leaned toward her and kissed her gently on the lips. Her eyes closed, and her warm, soft lips parted slightly as she accepted him. He turned his head and deepened the kiss, moving his hand to her waist and drawing her into him. Her form fit into his as the rest of the world fell away and it became just the two of them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Mabel sat on the front porch of the summer cabin, her feet tired and exhausted in her new shoes. They’d made it through three days of wilderness and succeeded in getting to the secluded lodge. It had been rough, but Mabel had never been one to complain, and she’d done her best to show her husband that she was tougher than she looked and far from delicate. A satisfied smile spread across her lips as she watched the sun begin to set. The late May air still had the slightest chill in it and raised the hairs on her arms, producing goose flesh. 

      She rubbed her arms gently and thought about getting a shawl, but just as she had the thought, Harper came out of the house and wrapped her in a woven blanket. She eyed the texture. “This is beautiful. Where did you get it?”

      “My mother wove it with her mother when she was young. My mother often said that it would be the perfect gift for my wife and my children later, when I found the right woman,” he said, his eyes staring off in the distance.

      That smile on Mabel’s lips grew a bit as she pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders.

      “My mother always said that a good wife was the best blessing a man could get. That he was lucky to find a woman who would tolerate all of his flaws and agree to spend her life with him, helping him feel complete. I never thought I would ever find such a woman, that I’d ever be that lucky.” His voice grew smaller so that by the end of his statement, he whispered.

      Mabel leaned toward him so that her shoulder rested against his. “My father always said that a good, godly man was worth more than all the riches of Solomon. I’m so glad that he found you.”

      Harper moved his hand so that he wrapped it around her shoulders and pulled her into him. They had been living as a fully-fledged married couple for a week and it had been blissful, even through the hard trek through the mountains to the summer cabin. But it had been worth it all. The views were tremendous, and this blanket felt like a gift from Harper’s mother herself to Mabel. She could feel the love of the woman that had passed on long before they’d ever met. 

      “My mother was much like you. Strong, loving, and always in good humor. She made the trek back and forth from our summer cabin to our winter cabin each season. I’m sorry I ever doubted that you would want to do this with me.”

      “I would follow you anywhere,” she whispered breathlessly.

      He squeezed her tighter, wrapping her into both of his arms. When she peered up at him, she found his eyes still fixed in the distance, but a touch of red coloring his cheeks. She snuggled into him, relishing the warmth, comfort, and protection that he offered.

      What if her father had never been caught in that snowstorm? What if she and Harper had never met? How much of life would she be missing out on? Mabel was certain that she couldn’t possibly have been this happy with any other man. God’s blessing was on her life, and she knew it and appreciated it. She was thankful for it. Thankful for Harper, her gentlemanly mountain man.
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      P. Creeden is the sweet romance and mystery pen name for USA Today Bestselling Author, Pauline Creeden. Her stories feature down-to-earth characters who often feel like they are undeserving of love for one reason or another and are surprised when love finds them.

      Animals are the supporting characters of many of her stories, because they occupy her daily life on the farm, too. From dogs, cats, and goldfish to horses, chickens, and geckos -- she believes life around pets is so much better, even if they are fictional. P. Creeden married her college sweetheart, who she also met at a horse farm. Together they raise a menagerie of animals and their one son, an avid reader, himself.
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      A spinster raised to run a ranch. An injured man with a broken heart. A wedding neither of them want, but both need more than they will ever admit.

      October 1867, North Texas

      Brienne Walsh has resigned to life as a spinster and the lone heir to the Walsh Ranch upon her grandfather's death. She's always been too tall, too strong, and too unprepossessing to be appealing to any man. Yet when the bank calls on her grandfather's loan, telling her to either pay the full amount due by the end of the month, or marry, she is thrown into an arrangement she can't abide but must endure.

      Love has been unkind to Henry Miller. His first love promised to wait for him to return from fighting for the Union in the War, but when he returned, he found her married to his best friend. The betrayal cut him deeper than the bullet from a Confederate Springfield. He lost his fiancé and his best friend in one fell swoop two years ago, and now he finds himself losing his father and his home in another. With nowhere else to turn, he chooses to follow his father's wishes and sign a document he never thought he'd consider again--a marriage certificate.
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      A boxer who’s tired of fighting. A persecuted woman with an unwanted suitor. A marriage neither of them want, but both desperately need.

      James Fisher is Champion of the Kansas City Pugilist Society, but it's a title he doesn't wear proudly. When the man he won the last match with dies overnight from his injuries, James doesn't want to see good people hurt for sport. The only problem is that his contract with the Pugilist Society remains in effect until death or marriage.

      But who wants to marry a bruised and broken boxer?

      When Abigail Lee's house is foreclosed on, she's left desolate but not alone. Her best friend, a former slave, is willing to allow her to live with them. But the people in town don't like her living situation, and an unwanted suitor comes knocking on the door, making threats. Abby doesn't want anyone to be hurt on her account but feels stuck between the frying pan and the fire until Cecilia comes up with a plan.
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      March 1872

      

      Marriage has always been the furthest thing from Josie Roth’s mind. After all, the majority of men cannot suffer for a woman to vote, much less tolerate one who is smarter than him. For want of a son to take over his practice, her father raised his only child, Josie, to do the job. Even though she graduated summa cum laude at the New England Women’s College of Medicine, many in New England still looked down on her, believing that women should be either nurses or midwives. So, her father decided to take to the rails and travel out West, to Wyoming, and start a practice where there was a shortage of good doctors, hoping she’d be less frowned upon, being a woman.

      Billy Hogge worked with Allan Pinkerton as an agent in Chicago before the fire. In fact, as a former fireman, he had volunteered to help bring the flames under control before they consumed the city. When the Chicago office shuts down, he joins the Pinkerton agency in Denver to work on crimes out west. He sees it as a great opportunity to get away from the hustle and bustle of city life.

      The two of them meet under the unfortunate circumstance of Josie’s father’s death. But she’s too sick to take care of arrangements, so Billy does them for her. When she finally comes to herself and mourns her father, she discovers that the town in Wyoming isn’t free of the prejudices that she’d been dealing with in the East, and she turns to the Pinkerton agency for employment. What happens when these two find out that the only way to work their next case together is by getting married first?
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      Opal Cahill was raised as the only girl in a family full of rough and tumble men. They taught her to fight and survive and taught her to push aside fantasies, because reality is as harsh as the rough side of a cat’s tongue. But she could never let go of reading about adventures of life in the west and dreaming that she might one day become a Pinkerton agent, like her hero, Kate Warne. But when her father passes, she’s stuck living in Atlantic City with her cousin who sometimes has them living in rundown shacks and sometimes, high end hotels. Until one day, that odd lifestyle catches up with them both. When Opal must choose a place to go out west, she heads to the Pinkerton office in Denver in the hopes that they might still interview her though it’s months after they originally advertised they were accepting applicants.

      Caleb Wade has just come back from going deep undercover. He returns to the Pinkerton office and runs into one of the most stubborn, frustrating, and interesting women he’s ever met. When he finds out that she’s not only his new partner but his new wife, he digs in his heels before he decides to treat it as another undercover act. Together the two travel to Ohio to help Archie’s good friend and owner of the Turner Theater deal with an arsonist who has already succeeded in burning down the theater once and threatens to do it again. Both Caleb and Opal must learn to get past their stubborn ways and work together in order to capture the person who threatens not only the building but the lead actress as well.
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      A daring young woman with a disability. An orphan train filled with hope. A dream that won't be denied.

      Julia is a deaf girl raised as an orphan who is working with the Children’s Aid Society to help find homes across the country for orphans from New York. But each time one of the orphans she’s grown close to is adopted, she finds her heart breaking. And the farther the train goes, the farther from home she feels.

      But feelings can be deceiving. And there might just be a home waiting for her at the end of the journey she didn’t expect.
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      Even the broken can be healed...

      Rebecca Walsh has only ever had two loves, her family and horses. But when her father and brother died in the Civil War, her family is left as broken as her home town. When the town sent an advertisement for mail-order grooms, Rebecca didn't have much interest in wooing one. She just hoped the men might save her town, so her family could stay in the only home they'd ever known.

      Jake Harper came to Brokken, Texas to leave his name and his past behind. He hoped to find a future that would help him forget the mistakes he'd made. But one of the other "leftover" men in town has been keeping an eye on Jake and his past might be catching up with him. And as he draws closer to Rebecca, his fears multiply.
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      Can a broken and forgotten sister get back the future she’s denied?

      Hannah Beth Walsh isn’t pretty or capable like her sisters. She can’t attract a husband, even when there’s a town full of eligible bachelors. So, she decides to pursue a career she knows she’s more than qualified for—becoming Brokken’s new school teacher. But when the mayor hires another teacher, not knowing about Hannah’s placement, she’s stuck being a teaching assistant until the end of the term, with the promise that one of them will move on next year.

      Oliver Holt lost his leg after serving in the War only two months. To keep his spirits up, he threw himself in his studies in order to be well qualified as a teacher out west. But when he gets to Brokken, he finds himself taking away the position of a fiery young woman who keeps her heart on her sleeve. And he can’t help it, but he’s developing feelings for her.
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