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        Clementine Fenton was betrothed for years to a man she’d never met, pushing off the nuptials for as long as possible. When her family goes behind her back and she discovers that her marriage is impending – she makes a break for it! Running away to join the Pinkerton Agency, she’d longed for a life of adventure and independence.

         

        Jericho Buchannan knew this day was coming and dreaded it with every fiber in his being – he was going to be shackled into a loveless marriage with a woman he’d never seen before. He was at the precipice of his new career as an agent, something his father couldn’t understand. Jericho knew his duty was to take over the family business, but yearned for a last hurrah before settling down.

         

        Hidden identities, an infamous robbery, and a sudden marriage make for one sweet & tender adventure!
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        A Note to Our Readers

      

      

      

      Even though this book is a work of fiction, the Pinkerton Agents and their exploits are very real.

      Allan Pinkerton, a Scottish immigrant, and Edward Rucker, a Chicago attorney, started the North-Western Police Agency in the early 1850s. It later became the Pinkerton Detective Agency.

      Established in the U.S. by Allan Pinkerton in 1855, the Pinkerton National Detective Agency was a private security guard and detective agency. Pinkerton agents were hired as both bodyguards and detectives by corporations and individuals. They were active in stopping strikes, illegal operations, guarding train shipments, and searching for Western outlaws such as the James and Younger gangs.

      Pinkerton agents were known to be tough yet honest. For the most part, they followed local and state laws. However, as with most situations, a few were known to be ruthless. Local law didn’t always approve of having an agent in town since they could investigate more fully than the sheriff. Going undercover gave the agents greater leeway for investigations but could also lead to corruption and violence.

      As the West became more settled, crime increased, and local authorities were at times overwhelmed. It was not uncommon for Pinkerton agents to be hired to track down the worst of these criminals. Not encumbered by state or local boundaries, the agents followed and pursued their quarry where the clues led them.

      The Pinkerton Agency was also one of the first companies to hire women. Kate Warne led the way for the women agents that followed her.

      As the case load grew, new offices were established around the country, with the main office in Chicago, Illinois.

      We created this series with these heroic men and women in mind. These are works of our imagination and no way reflect the true cases or activities that the Pinkerton Agency may have engaged in.

      These are our stories of the men and women that braved danger and love to bring their own brand of justice.
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        The Pinkerton Code

      

      

      

      Allan Pinkerton's agents were required to comply with a specific code of conduct while working for the Pinkerton Detective Agency.

      According to the agency's records, agents were to have no addiction to "drinking, smoking, card playing, low dives or slang".

      Additionally, a Pinkerton agent …

      
        	Could not accept bribes

        	May never compromise with criminals

        	Should willingly partner with local law enforcement

        	Must refuse divorce cases or those initiating scandal

        	Would be expected to turn down reward money

        	Cannot raise fees without client’s prior knowledge

        	Should keep clients appraised on an on-going basis

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Introduction

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Denver Tribune Editorials

      

      

      

      Sat. April 22, 1871

      

      Female Agents to join National Detective Agency.

      

      Help Wanted: female agents to join the National Pinkerton Detective Agency

      Seven years ago, the National Pinkerton Detective Agency moved into the new office location at 427 Chain Bridge Road, Denver, Colorado Territory. Since then stories have swirled of brave men solving crimes and fighting for justice.

      But a new time has evolved, and the agency is now seeking able-bodied women to join the ranks of private investigations.

      We need daring women who seek adventure and are of sound mind and body. You will help the criminal elements answer for their crimes and secure safety for their victims.

      You will train with an existing agent, and after your first case, you will earn the rank of private detective. Paid training, transportation, uniforms, and accommodations will be provided. You will become a part of a noble profession and pave the way into the future.

      This editorial has been placed in newspapers throughout the nation, so the quickest responses are appreciated.

      Please send inquiries and a list of skills to Mr. A. Gordon at the above noted address. Interviews will occur on the premises the week of May 16, 1871.

      Ed.
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      1873

      

      “You must prepare yourself for this, daughter.”

      Clementine turned her back on her mother and rolled her eyes silently. She’d been trying desperately to avoid the conversation and feigned illness anytime it came up in the last month or two. It was shocking that in this modern era that her parents would hold her to an old-fashioned betrothal contract drawn up when she was just a child. That was something people did years ago – something her own parents encountered. Betrothals were so… so… ancient, she thought.

      Her father, and some other man she’d never met, had agreed upon a contract to join their two families. The Buchannans and the Fentons were two prestigious families from the Old World – when they once actually lived there!

      This was America now.

      Her family had not lived in Europe for nearly two centuries, yet their ancient customs still haunted her. Somewhere along her family tree the Fentons were once glassblowers and artisans – but that tree had forked, split, woven itself along the generations, and that skill had been lost on their end. So why in Heaven’s name would she be expected to continue on with the same traditions that were long since gone?

      “The Fentons have always known their place – and your place is at the side of Jericho Buchannan. He will be an excellent match for you, daughter.”

      “Mother, this is a sham and you know it.”

      “Silence, young lady. Your father arranged this knowing that you would be set for life marrying into their family. You would do well to remember it.”

      “I didn’t ask to be engaged to someone. I want to travel and see the world.”

      “Then you should have been a boy,” her mother snapped, causing Clementine to flinch. This was not the first time that something like that had slipped past her mother’s lips. She knew that her father had wanted a son to carry on the name. Her mother had nearly died at Clementine’s birth and was unable to have any more children. This had been a point of contention between her parents for years, trying to hide their arguments behind closed doors. Her mother smoothed her shaking hands along the front of her skirts and waist in an effort to calm her temper. A slight smile was plastered on her face as she looked at Clementine.

      “Women do not have the same freedoms as men – even if the world is changing,” her mother began and took a deep breath. “I was betrothed to your father and we’ve had a wonderful match. Buchannans and Fentons have always worked together or married. In fact, my own cousin took a Buchannan for her husband. Just because you are scared – that doesn’t mean that it will be a terrible union. He will be good to you and comes from a long line of decent, hardworking, honest men. You will come to care for him over time.”

      “Mother,” she began and was immediately silenced with an upraised hand. There would be no argument to be had today. The betrothal was something her father would not even discuss with her. He would simply look at her mother to handle it – and apparently ‘handling it’ meant keeping Clementine quiet about it.

      “We will not have this discussion after every meal, child. You’ll come to understand your place in this world soon enough. I’ve already taken the liberty of drawing up the announcements for the wedding. At this point, with as much resistance as you’ve given – I’ve contacted Jasper Buchannan to move up the date. Your father and I wanted to wait until you’d reached twenty-one… in order to accommodate your need for ‘freedom’, as you say,” her mother explained firmly, without hesitation.

      “But seeing the turmoil that this extended waiting period is putting you through is tearing us apart as a family. The sooner you are married and settled in your own home – the better we will all be. Once you’ve got a babe of your own, you will understand how having a prosperous betrothal can be advantageous.”

      “What? You moved up the date?” Clementine asked in shock and dismay. She felt like her world was crumbling around her. She wasn’t ready to be married to some stuffy aristocrat her father picked out. She knew that the two families were well respected and the names were easily recognized in polite society- but she barely remembered meeting the illustrious Mrs. Buchannan. Clementine had been a young girl – barely five- when a blonde-haired woman had knelt down in front of her, pinching her cheeks and checking her teeth. That was her only memory of meeting anyone at all from the Buchannan line.

      “Of course,” her mother said calmly, clicking her tongue against the roof of her mouth. “The dressmakers will be here tomorrow for your final measurements. Even now, Jasper and Julia Buchannan are making their way here. They will be meeting up with their son just before the event.”

      “When is this wondrous event,” Clementine said bitterly. Disappointment and outrage were coursing through her veins at the idea of marrying a stranger. She’d been kept completely in the dark until she was fifteen years old and suddenly her whole life had been planned for her. The last five years, knowing this dreaded event was in the making… simply made her miserable. It was ‘Jericho this’ or ‘The Buchannans’ every time her mother spoke. Five years of trying to find a way out of this and failing miserably.

      “Why daughter,” her mother said sweetly. “You’ll be so relieved to know that the marriage is to take place in a month.”
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        * * *

      

      Shocked, Clementine stared at the walls of her father’s library in utter dismay. She was trapped and there was no other way to put it. Her dress collar suddenly felt like it had a stranglehold on her and she longed to run from everything she knew. She wanted her freedom – a choice. Having everything arranged or constructed for her was horrifying. Her clothing was laid out for her each morning, picked by her mother. Her daily routine was set by her mother – everything was what her mother had planned for her. Her meals, her social life, and now her marriage.

      She craved independence.

      Wide open air and wild, open places. Being a Chicago socialite didn’t sit well anymore. Sure, the parties were fun and it was wonderful to have modern conveniences surrounding her but there was something so liberating in being able to do what you wanted.

      Her parents would be horrified if they saw or realized that the tree on the back of the gardens was where she practiced throwing knives. She wanted to relive the tales from the Old West. Adventure, action, and no betrothals! Her father had always wanted a son, but when it came down to teaching her the tomboyish things she yearned to learn – he very nearly had an apoplexy.

      “No daughter of mine will shoot a pistol!” he’d roared in outrage – insisting that she learn to knit baby booties instead. If he wouldn’t teach her to shoot, she’d find her own path – taking a set of knives from his office. She’d left the box in place so no one would know and slipped the small knives into a roll that was knotted. She’d almost gotten caught with them but claimed they were paint brushes that she planned to dabble with.

      The knives fit her hands perfectly. She hid the nicks on her skin with gloves or claimed it was her lack of skills at cross-stitching causing the tiny scabs. She would escape to the gardens every moment she got and head back to her tree. The first time she flung a knife, it missed the tree and ended up in a shallow creek at the back of the property. Retrieving it had been quite the ordeal- one she wasn’t keen on repeating. After a few misses, Clementine got the feel for the knives and began to hit the tree trunk.

      That had been a year ago.

      Clementine could now hit a tiny mark on the tree if she concentrated. It wasn’t that she was perfect- rather, she had found her imperfections and used them to her advantage. She had a bump on her nose that she used to stare down for a line of sight. It was a tiny ridge, but if she aimed just to the left of it – the knife hit dead center and usually stuck firm. When she discovered this, part of her wanted to celebrate and shout it to the world. Instead, she clapped her hands giddily and walked a bit taller, feeling like she’d accomplished something special.

      Now, her small bit of freedom was going to be taken from her with a new husband – this meant moving away. In the gardens, she knew where she could hide… in a new home, she could only hope for the same. She would not have the amount of privacy she was given now, and what if he found her diminutive knives? Men like her father were controlling.

      Sighing heavily, she plopped down in her father’s leather chair and stared out the window in despair. Her parents would only leave her alone for so long before checking on her. They knew she was upset and yet – she was still engaged to this unknown stranger.

      Looking down at the desk, an article caught her eye and made her gasp in disbelief. It was an ad for female Pinkerton agents in Denver! She’d heard of the outlandish office out west that hired women. The Chicago office had released a statement that they would not be doing so. She could earn a living, be trained in the field, and become independent – instead of becoming another man’s dependent! The idea of continuing on like she was now simply didn’t set well at all with her. She wanted to explore and tackle new adventures…and becoming a Pinkerton agent seemed just the thing!

      As the library door opened, Clementine jumped to her feet guiltily. She wanted to snatch the newspaper article up and read it again to make sure she wasn’t dreaming. It sounded too good to be true – now it was a matter of how to get to Denver… without her parents or fiancé.
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      “Have you lost your ever-loving minds?”

      Jericho yelped in disbelief at the announcement his father had just made at the dinner table. They had been sitting there quietly, chatting easily between them while awaiting Cook’s fantastic apple pie. He’d smelled the aroma of cinnamon and nutmeg all afternoon knowing there was a treat in store tonight! His father had squelched that little bit of happiness in a split-second.

      “I am leaving in two days to accept a new position out west. We had this discussion before, father – don’t tell me that you’ve suddenly forgotten?” The single bite of apple pie sat like a lump in the back of his throat, unwilling to move. The bile in his stomach might have other ideas if they didn’t get things straight!

      “Of course, I haven’t. I simply thought you might have come to your senses by now,” his father harrumphed, making his great belly jiggle under his vest. It always amazed Jericho at how much he looked like his mother instead of his father. His father was on the short, hefty side with an extremely ruddy complexion and his mother the exact opposite. The two of them made quite a comedic couple, as she stood nearly five inches taller than him.

      Lean, strong, and tall – Jericho knew he was good looking at an early age. The girls in town tended to bat their eyes at him and the boys he played baseball with in the field on the outskirts of town all wanted him on their team. He could catch a fly-ball like no other due to his height. He was spoiled, indulged, and hard-headed… part of the reason Jericho was so shocked that his father was sticking to his guns on this whole fiasco.

      Jericho had always known that his parents had betrothed him to some simpleton on the outskirts of Chicago. The letters from her parents describing her had not been anything remarkable. Her name was Clementine – a common enough name and nothing outlandish. Apparently his intended was quite ugly as well. He’d asked for a daguerreotype or a portrait so he could see who he was going to be marrying… and her parents had declined. He’d asked for a description and was sent a letter with no more information than before.

      

      Clementine is a fair young lady with long hair and dark eyes. She will be malleable to her husband and knows how to maintain a proper home. She is an only child and will inherit a small fortune.

      

      His father had read those words and rubbed his hands together. What kind of description was that, Jericho thought wildly? Was the girl so hideous that her own parents couldn’t even describe her? The idea of being shackled to an uncomely woman made his skin crawl. That was something common with the Buchannans – they had a history of making money multiply… no matter the cost. His father was willing to sacrifice his son’s happiness for the sake of a nickel.

      At the spark of anger in his father’s eyes, Jericho knew that arguing against the marriage was a lost cause. If he had to marry, he planned on doing so quickly and leaving the chit at home in order to gain his freedom. He would have his parents off his back and fulfil his ridiculous familial duties.

      “Jericho,” his mother said softly, reaching her delicate hand across the table as if to placate him. He stared at it like it was a snake ready to strike at him. Her perfect face made a small frown, revealing a crease in her forehead. “She’s a good girl and comes from a wonderful family. Buchannans have always married Fentons – and the tradition will remain.”

      “Mother you are frowning,” he said bluntly and saw her cheeks turn red as she smoothed her hand quickly over her brow in an effort to wipe away any signs of aging. Composing herself, she smiled blandly.

      “Thank you, son. As I was saying, Clementine will be a wonderful addition to the family. I think she will be a fine fit and not detract… ah…from your wishes to become a lawman. You know that is not necessary, right? Your father and I can set you up in your own home.”

      “I know it’s not mother,” he said with an exaggerated sigh. “I want to become a Pinkerton Agent. The idea of maintaining order and being respected for what I have done – not who I am- is invigorating.”

      “As a Buchannan you’ll be respected…” his father began loudly, pounding his fist on the table to emphasize his words. His mother patted his arm encouragingly. Jericho just looked at them and raised an eyebrow.

      “That is precisely what I mean.”

      “There is nothing wrong with being a Buchannan.”

      “Other than it could get me robbed or held for ransom,” Jericho retorted glibly and then softened his voice. “I’ll marry her, but after I check in at the Pinkerton office and find a break between cases. See if you can put this off for at least another month or two. Tell the family to prepare for the wedding but don’t get their hearts set on a date yet.”

      “Good boy,” his father muttered under his breath and took a bite of his apple pie. “Cook this is outstanding! Do we have any coffee to go with this?”

      Jericho felt like he was being dismissed- just like the hound dog that lay lazily in front of the cold fireplace. No one cared, he was just there for décor. A bargaining chip in the marriage market… and he’d been betrothed long ago to the highest bidder before he was seven years old.
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        * * *

      

      It was a few days before he could manage to get out of the house. He’d agreed to get fitted for a new suit and gave his mother complete autonomy over the wedding planning. This was for them – not him.

      The more time passed, the more it felt like a noose was being slipped over his head. The ties of matrimony were beginning to feel real and the idea of getting his first assignment as an agent was slowly dwindling away. He knew his parents wouldn’t understand his dreams and wishes, but they would have to acquiesce since he was being forced to.

      He told them that evening at dinner that he was leaving in the morning. He felt almost guilty at the looks of disappointment on their faces, but promised to return in order to marry his fiancé. The next morning, he got up and headed for the train station. Denver- and his future- lay directly in his path and he couldn’t wait to get started.
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      Clementine watched as the massive locomotive came to a stop. Walking down the large boardwalk, she could barely make out the sounds of her boots hitting the wood over the dull roar from the train. It was as if the mechanical beast was heaving its breath, fighting against being held at a stop.

      It would be just a bit before people boarded and the faster she got on the train – the better! She was inwardly frightened that her parents would discover that she was gone and try to stop her. She’d left an envelope with a letter inside, telling them not to worry – but she knew they would. Her letter had actually been quite lengthy. She’d poured out her heart on paper. She craved adventure and had never left Chicago. The idea of traveling across the country might fill a place in her heart that felt empty.

      She honestly felt like she had nothing right now in the world except her most basic things- her corsets and her knives. She was expected to be a proper young lady. That meant arranging meals, cleaning the home or instructing hired help to do so, and being there for her soon-to-be husband. There had to be more to life, and riding a train would be her first adventure!

      The train was an overwhelming thing of beauty! Great monstrous cars were pulled behind a steam locomotive. Large plumes of smoke curled up into the air reminding her of her uncle and his pipe he smoked. She wanted to put up a front – that she was confident of her travels- so she’d worn her Sunday best.

      Her dress was one that had been delivered by the dressmaker. It was supposed to be for her to meet her future husband. It was white from head to toe, bisected with a wide black belt that matched the ribbon tie on her hat. Her auburn hair was a stark contrast against the vibrant white material, making the ruddy shade even more brilliant. She wore a pair of black ear bobs and a small beaded necklace to give her a polished appearance.

      When she arrived in Denver, she planned on going directly to the Pinkerton office to apply for the position. A woman of confidence could strut in there and prove that she would be needed. If she was to face rebels, outlaws and miscreants – that confidence would be sorely needed. There was no better time than now to work on it!

      Glancing up, Clementine saw that they were finally loading the Pullman train car. As she moved forward, she was dismayed to see how high up the step truly was. Grabbing the handrail, she hiked her leg up and managed to make her way up the steep steps into the car.

      This was an express train and would reach a maximum speed of twenty or thirty miles per hour, so it would take several days to reach her destination. There were no assigned seats. It was simply taking whatever chair you could find, and that would be your spot. There were drawing room cars, cars with reclining chairs in order to relax, and sleeping cars – but that all cost more money.

      Clementine had sold a pair of earrings and used her pin money to purchase her ticket on the sly. She had to watch every precious penny she had right now until she received her first paycheck. Several people had already positioned themselves along the car in different locations.

      She spotted a window seat towards the back and hesitated only a moment when she saw the large man sitting nearby. A window seat would give her a view of the countryside- and this was something she didn’t want to miss out on. Walking boldly up to him, she stood there just a moment before clearing her throat. His eyes turned up to hers and she saw a flicker of surprise in his gaze.

      “Is this seat taken?”

      “Now it is,” the man replied lightly, not moving an inch. His fingers were laced on his chest as he sat there. He looked to be on edge or tense about something.

      “Oh, very well then,” Clementine said with a nervous smile and looked over her shoulder for another window seat. There had to be another one on this car and she didn’t relish the idea of having to travel between cars looking for another one. They were bound to get started moving soon and she wanted to be prepared for anything.

      “Miss, sit down,” the stranger said after a moment, causing Clementine to look back at him again. This time he was smiling, a teasing glint in his eyes. “The seat is now taken by you. I was teasing you.”

      “Of course. I see.”

      Squeezing past him, she saw his knees stuck out quite a distance, almost touching the other seat in front of him. She had barely sat down when the train’s whistle gave a massive bellow announcing their departure. The sheer volume made Clementine jump anxiously, and she dropped her bag onto the floor. The stranger leaned over to pick it up, handing it back to her.

      “There are hooks along the wall above you if you want to hang your bag,” he offered politely. “Gives us a bit more leg room.”

      Clementine found herself glancing down at his outstretched legs again and then blushed furiously as she saw the tight quarters they were in. Their chairs were next to each other and the idea of accidently bumping into the handsome man’s leg did something to her stomach, tying it in knots.

      “Capital idea, thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      Jericho couldn’t believe the woman who’d entered the train’s tiny compartment. He wondered idly if she was on the wrong car or looking for someone in particular. She looked like she’d come directly off the pages of a fashion magazine that his mother read. Her shapely form revealed that even though she was tiny, she wore what was customary in order to maintain fashion standards. His mother would adore that about her, he thought idly, wondering again what his own fiancée would look like.

      Her face was hidden by a large hat to protect her from the sun. As she turned, he got a glimpse of her features and caught his breath. Her porcelain skin very nearly matched the color of her dress, but it was the brilliant auburn hair that caught his eyes. It was like watching the dying embers of a campfire. A bit of sunlight from a window caught a curly tendril laying delicately against her cheek, reminding him of flames. Her dark eyes looked fathomless; a rich brown hue that made him think of hot fresh coffee in the mornings. She was utterly lovely – and looking directly at him.

      Tensing, he laced his fingers across his chest to keep from sticking out his hand in a nervous handshake. For someone that had always been chased by the ladies back home, he’d never really had to try to start up a conversation. This woman looked at him- and then over him- with a nonchalant air… and he liked it. She stood there as if she knew she was truly something, making him appreciate her classical features even more. A breathtaking statuette.

      “Is this seat taken?” Her voice was lilting – like a faint, breathy tune that made him swallow nervously.

      “It is now,” he’d blurted out immediately. Confused, he saw her look over her shoulder around the train car and realized that she’d misunderstood his words. Botching things up, Jerry! he thought.

      “Miss, sit down. The seat is taken by you.”

      She gave a sharp nod and he could see the relief in her eyes. He felt like a cad ogling her as she scooted past him to reach the interior seat. He should have stood up and politely let her through but he was positive that his knees wouldn’t hold him just yet. He felt like an ungainly boy struck dumb by her looks. She was so elegant in a way that called to him – it was nothing like he’d seen before.

      As she adjusted her seat, he watched her profile out of the corner of his eyes. Swallowing hard, he glanced up to see if there was a husband nearby watching him. It would not do to tangle with a married woman – against the Pinkerton code and his own moral ethics! Her bag fell to the floor and he immediately bent to pick it up. As he grabbed it, he felt something inside that shocked him. Was she carrying a stiletto? Stunned, he handed it to her and tried to mask surprise from his face.

      “There are hooks along the wall above you if you want to hang your bag,” he offered politely. “Gives us a bit more leg room.”

      He wanted to ask her about the hilt he clearly felt in her bag but decided against it. Who was he to criticize if a woman wanted to protect herself? Personally, he thought it was brilliant- if she could handle it. If not, it would only weaponize her attacker. The idea of her being accosted bothered him and if they chatted a bit more- perhaps he would offer a few tips or pointers.

      Jericho saw her dark eyes look down at his legs and felt his own face flush with heat. He was quite aware of how pretty she was, and the idea that she was measuring him up & down made his own body react in a way that he prayed was hidden from her eyes. Thankfully, she turned away to look out the window once again, giving him a bit of respite.

      It was going to be a long trip to Denver.
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      The train lurched forward with a massive heave, pushing Clementine back into the wicker seat she occupied. She could feel a rush and roll, rush and roll, as the wheels on the cars turned – speeding up and carrying them along. Every once in a while they would hit a bump in the track that would jar her nerves anxiously. The motion was faster than anything she’d ever experienced, but the swaying was doing a number on her stomach.

      She was queasy.

      It reminded her of a trip she and her family had taken long ago. They’d boarded a steamboat on the Mississippi and the slight rocking had her ill for hours on end. This train trip was expected to be much longer than that. Hitting another divot on the track, Clementine couldn’t help the yelp that escaped her as she was tossed aimlessly against the window.

      “Oh!”

      “Are you alright?” he asked politely.

      “Yes,” she replied, removing her hat from her head. She needed air and she was getting unbearably warm. Sticking the elongated hat pin back into the material, she carefully placed it on a hook nearby, hoping it would stay in place.

      “Are you sure? If you don’t mind me saying, you are looking a bit green around the gills, miss.”

      Closing her eyes and swallowing hard, Clementine tried not to focus on her nausea or the rolling of the car. Instead, she nodded and sat back in the chair sedately. She wouldn’t even know what to do or where to go if she got sick. The thought of becoming ill in front of strangers would be terrible.

      Feeling a nudge against her shoulder, Clementine opened her eyes to find her nose butted up against a gun in a holster. She quickly realized it was the other passengers’ hips directly in front of her face.

      “What in heaven’s name are you…” she whispered, scandalized, and glanced up to see him fidgeting with the window above her head. He yanked it downwards and a gust of fresh air blew into the car, cooling her immediately. He took his seat and smiled.

      “Sometimes a bit of a breeze helps the nausea,” he mumbled knowingly. “Sorry it’s close quarters. I’m trying to keep to my own area but I also didn’t want you getting sick. The smell would be atrocious in here after a bit.”

      “That is disgusting.”

      “But true. What’s your name?” he asked suddenly, looking at her. He ruffled his hand through his hair in an attempt to finger-comb it into place. “Where are you from?”

      “You are certainly full of questions, aren’t you?”

      “I don’t mean to be so inquisitive or nosy, but it’s going to be a long trip and I thought we might get to know each other a bit better.”

      “That’s very kind of you.”

      “Jerry,” he said extending his hand. Clementine saw that it trembled a bit and wondered if he was nervous. But at what? Her? She extended her own gloved hand politely and placed it in his.

      “It’s very nice to meet you Mr. Jerry.”

      “No. My friends call me Jerry.”

      “I don’t believe we are friends yet, sir. I know my mother would have a conniption fit at me addressing a strange man by his first name.”

      “Is she here?”

      “No.”

      “Then call me Jerry,” he said easily with a lop-sided grin. “And you are?”

      Clementine hesitated. She’d almost blurted out her name but then realized that things wouldn’t be safe for her until she got to her destination. If word got out that Clementine Fenton was on a train headed to Denver, her parents would be there in no time.

      No, she needed an alias.

      “Liberty,” she breathed softly, realizing that he still held her hand. She’d wanted her freedom and an adventure – creating a new identity would surely bring that, as well as keeping her family name safe. “My name is Liberty Smith.”

      “May I call you Liberty?”

      “Since I will be calling you Jerry, I would think that is fitting.”

      “Liberty is a pretty name.”

      “Inspirational… some might say.”

      “I would agree with those people,” he grinned.

      Clementine looked down at their hands and saw he was still shaking hers. She couldn’t help the smile that blossomed in her heart. A slight chuckle slipped from her lips as she met his eyes. A look of chagrin crossed his expression as his blue eyes widened perceptively. He quickly released her and cleared his throat.

      “It’s very nice to meet you.”

      “And you Jerry. Thank you for opening the window. I do feel better.”

      “Sure thing.”

      “What is your destination?”

      “Denver. I’m meeting up with someone and taking on a new career. My family is in steel and oil production, but that isn’t me. I’m trying to put off my future as long as possible if you get what I mean.”

      “Actually. I really believe that I do ‘get what you mean’,” she replied easily, using his own words. “I too am heading to Denver for an interview. My own family is pressing me to marry my betrothed, and I’ve always craved adventure. So, this is the start of my own before I am required to settle down.”

      “Your betrothed, huh? Is he in Denver?”

      Clementine felt flattered that the man looked almost crestfallen at the idea that she wasn’t available to pursue. Perhaps adding that to her new character, Liberty Smith, would be a boon and keep strange men away from her.

      “No. I’m going to try to tackle something a bit different,” she admitted, flushing. She felt nervous for some reason saying the words aloud. “I am applying for a position as a Pinkerton agent.”

      “Are you joshing me?”

      “No. Do you think a woman cannot be a Pinkerton agent? That we are incapable?”

      “Oh no,” he said quickly holding up his hands in a defensive manner. “It’s not that at all. I am on my way to Denver to pick up my first assignment. Archibald Gordon hired me three weeks ago but I had some matters to attend to that suddenly cropped up. He gave me the opportunity to get a few things settled back home before heading out.”

      “You’ve met with Mr. Gordon? What is he like?” Clementine’s heart pumped nervously in her chest. This man knew the person that ran the Agency. If anyone could give her tips or suggestions – it would be her new friend, Jerry. It wouldn’t be blindly going into an interview anymore, but rather it would give her an edge when she finally got to meet the enigmatic man made famous in the newspapers.

      “Very businesslike and professional. A true gentleman with fantastic ideals. I was very inspired meeting with him and talking to him,” Jericho admitted. “It’s part of the appeal of being a Pinkerton. Doing the right thing – because it’s right. I like the idea of upholding the law much better than doing figures all day in an office. What made you want to be an agent?”

      “My independence,” she said wistfully and turned to look out the window as the world flew by.
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        * * *

      

      Clementine slept fitfully in her seat, regretting that she didn’t spring for the more expensive ticket allowing her the use of a sleeper car. She would nod off and begin to dream, only to be jerked awake as the train hit a bump. She was keenly aware that Jerry had not slept well either, as both kept fidgeting in their seats. They hadn’t said much to each other and it was evident he was trying to give her space. In the morning, he’d purchased a pot of coffee and a large breakfast. She’d skipped her dinner trying to save money but now her stomach growled noisily. Placing her hand over her stomach, she tried to muffle the sound. She knew that eating might make her queasy again.

      As a makeshift table was set up nearby, she looked over curiously. Her mouth began to water as she saw the plate piled high with scrambled eggs, two thick slices of ham, and a bowl of fruit. It looked to be enough to feed an army. She watched as Jerry began to shovel a bit of eggs and fruit onto a plate. He topped it with the ham precariously and looked at her. At his warm smile, she felt something unravel in her. He held out the plate to her. Stunned, she saw him nod encouragingly.

      “You haven’t eaten much,” he explained. “You might feel a bit better on a full stomach.”

      “What if I get ill?”

      “Don’t think like that. What if you feel better and can get a nap because of it? I know we both slept awful. This car seems to be bearing the brunt of the rough rails. I’m hungry and if you are- you are welcome to it.”

      He was truly handsome – both inside and out. A genuinely nice person that she had the opportunity to befriend along the way. He could be an ally in gaining her independence too. Perhaps if she was careful, he could put in a good word for her with Archibald Gordon.

      “Thank you,” she said gratefully and accepted the plate. She watched as he got up, stretched tall, almost touching the ceiling of the rail car and then tried to maneuver the tiny table between the two of them. When his own plate tipped precariously, she yelped in alarm.

      “Jerry! Stop! I don’t need a table- besides- I am grateful for you sharing this at all. Let’s eat while its hot,” she offered, putting the plate onto her lap and trying to balance it. She prayed for a smooth stretch of road and managed to eat most of her meal quickly without spilling anything on her.

      She watched him eat from the corner of her eyes, half expecting him to wolf it down. Instead, he used a fork and knife elegantly, showing that he’d had etiquette lessons at some point. It was the way he held the utensils, positioning them, and cutting his meat that gave him away.

      Jerry was dressed in a simple cotton shirt and twill trousers. Nothing extraordinary. He didn’t wear a blazer or hat, no suspenders or cufflinks, to give him away. He dressed the part of a plain and normal man. He might pretend to be just another guy, but she was willing to bet that he was from an upper echelon of society. She’d seen workers in town. Sunburned, scarred, or deeply tanned skin, or even stained fingernails from work conditions. She expected to see heavily callused fingers or scuff marks on his boots – but there was none of it.

      The food, while it looked exceptional –was passable and filling. She’d been hungry and wasn’t one to look a gift horse in the mouth. He was utterly polite and spoke easily as they finished their meals.

      “Thank you again for sharing with me. It was quite unexpected.”

      “Truthfully,” he began quietly, his blue eyes watching her. The room suddenly seemed to get much warmer as she noticed a flicker of something in his eyes. “I am fortunate to have met such a lovely woman. You mentioned a betrothal earlier – I hope he realizes what a lucky man he is.”

      Oh yes! Her temperature was rising! Fanning herself with a napkin, she dabbed at her forehead politely and looked away. It was ridiculous to be attracted to a man she barely knew – she who was promised to another! Glancing back at Jerry, she sat frozen for a moment unable to focus. His beautiful blue eyes had flecks of gray in them, surrounded by thick blonde lashes. His aquiline nose looked like something you’d see on a statue in a museum. He wasn’t just tall; the man was broad and muscular- something she was keenly aware of the more she looked at him.

      “What did you say?” she whispered, incoherently- shaking her head.

      “I said, I hope your betrothed knows what a lucky man he is,” he repeated with a soft smile. His finger brushed her cheek softly and touched a stray hair that had been bothering her all morning long.

      “We don’t know each other,” she admitted, staring into Jerry’s eyes. “We’ve never even met nor seen one another.”

      Her heart pounded in her chest as he leaned towards her. The din of the people talking around her faded away to nothingness as she stared at his lips. He hesitated for the briefest of moments, giving her mind enough time to absorb what was happening.

      “We shouldn’t do this – I shouldn’t!” Clementine whispered softly, staring up at him. She felt torn. Everything in her wanted to know what it would be like to kiss a man. She’d never done so and the feelings that were swirling in her were so very new. She wanted to savor them, analyze them, and fondly remember how she responded to a simple show of affection.

      “I am to be married,” she explained as an apology. “Another time, another place and… I…” Clementine stammered nervously, unable to finish her sentence. Instead of Jerry being upset or angry at the dismissal, he looked disappointed, almost sad. His hand dropped from her cheek and he took her hand in his.

      “You are right,” Jerry admitted. “Brilliant and beautiful- a deadly combination. We’ll focus on being friends since there is a chance we may see each other if we are both to be Pinkertons in the near future.”

      “I’d like that and could sincerely use a friend to talk to.”

      “Then you have one, Miss Liberty – and if your betrothal falls through,” he said suddenly with a roguish wink. “Let me know that too. Until then, I think we could both use a nap since things seem to be going smoothly.”

      Clementine laughed lightly and squeezed his hand before releasing it. A nap was a wonderful idea. Her belly was full and he was right. The rails did seem to be running a bit smoother and wasn’t as jarring to the senses. Leaning back, she tried to get comfortable in the chair. Jerry cleared his throat loudly, causing her to crack open one eye and stare at him.

      “My lovely friend,” he said quietly. “Would you like to lean on my shoulder and rest so you don’t end up with a pain in your neck? You might sleep better.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “With all these people around us, nothing improper will happen.”

      “Says the man who almost kissed me a moment ago?”

      “I thought you almost kissed me,” he retorted with a wink. “Not the other way around.”

      “You’re incorrigible.”

      “And offering to make you more comfortable.”

      She hesitated for a moment and looked around. Several others were busy talking amongst themselves. She and Jerry were seated at the back of the car and no one was paying attention. Leaning towards him, she tucked her head on his upper arm since his shoulder was just out of reach.

      “Don’t try anything,” she reminded him.

      “Not unless you ask me to,” he whispered, but Clementine had already begun to drift off. She wasn’t going to respond to a phrase she was pretty sure she imagined. She was truly worn out and this was the most comfortable she’d been in almost twenty-four hours.
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      Clementine felt her entire world turned upside down – literally. A horrifying, metallic screech jarred her from slumber just in time to be thrown against the wall of the passenger car. Her body smacked heavily into the metal siding and the pane of glass that was the window she’d looked out of earlier this morning. The glass shattered with a resounding pop that sounded like gunfire. The breath was knocked out of her when Jerry’s large form suddenly landed directly on top of her.

      “Liberty! Hang on!” he shouted seconds before she felt everything turn once again. She wanted to take a breath of his cologne and felt his words against her cheek – but instead of comfort, it brought anxiety and fear. She could hear it in his voice as bodies flew around wildly around her in the air. Grabbing at anything around her, she tried to do as Jerry instructed.

      Problem was – there was nothing to hang on to!

      As the car toppled again, flinging them bodily onto the roof of the passenger car, Clementine’s body roared with pain. The train car tipped precariously once again, tossing the riders onto the opposite side of the wall. This time, Jerry grabbed at her. His hands took possession of her, almost indelicately, and if had been during any other moment- she’d have slapped his hands away. Instead, she grabbed his shirt front to hang on for dear life. Jerry covered her body with his own in a protective cocoon, taking the brunt of the impact from other riders who were being tossed about.

      “What is happening?” she yelped, hearing him grunt in pain. He held firmly to her as the car flipped one more time, coming to a rest finally. Dazed, she looked up at him in shock. He pushed a piece of a small wooden table away from her and yanked several other loose objects away from them with ferocity. He carefully smoothed her cheek, his eyes racing over her skin. Immediately, his hand cupped her chin as he looked at her nodding.

      “Are you okay?” he asked quickly.

      “A bit shaken and tossed about,” she replied, putting her own hand upon his. “What has happened?”

      “I think we’ve derailed.”

      At that moment, they both heard shouts mingled with tearful crying. Their eyes locked in alarm as screams of horror came from nearby. Not everyone was as well off as they were. When she’d hit the window pane, the first thing she’d pictured was her body flying through it and landing outside of the train car. Then when the car flipped again, she was almost certain that she would break her neck. Instead, Jerry grabbed her against him and his own body took the brunt of the impact.

      “You protected me,” she whispered amazed and surprised at the man before her. He’d cradled her against him as much as humanly possible. She’d felt him clench and the impact each time he hit something. The only thing that she’d hit after the initial lurch was Jerry.

      “I couldn’t let you get hurt.”

      “Those other people,” she suddenly exclaimed, hearing yelling again. “They must be really injured or dying. We have to help them.” As Clementine got to her feet, wobbling from the shock of it all, her head was still reeling from being tossed about like a marble in a tin can. Steadying herself, she heard something that made her blood run cold.

      “Well, well… what do we have here?”

      Glancing at Jerry, she saw his face was frozen in a restrained mask. His demeanor was eerily calm, yet his eyes were hard – concerned. Clementine took that moment to look away from him and glanced slowly over her shoulder to see a man standing not far from where she was.

      Pointing a gun directly at her.

      Clementine didn’t move an inch. She had no idea where her bag that held her knives had landed, nor did she think they would be of any use against a gun. She issued a silent prayer that no one in the passenger car had been harmed from her bag being tossed about. She didn’t know how she could handle the guilt of unknowingly injuring someone.

      Hearing an explosion, she ducked involuntarily as she realized that someone had just been shot in another train car. The screaming and crying that she’d heard a few moments ago started up again, grating on her already frazzled nerves. It wasn’t just any derailment! The train was being held up!

      “Miss, maybe you might have a bit more information as to where the safe is located on this train?” the tall man nearby asked her quietly. His voice made her keenly aware that he was dangerous – it wasn’t just the gun. There was something about his stance that told her he’d done this before. He looked almost bored – like he was itching for something to amuse or occupy him.

      “Or what? You’ll shoot me too?” Clementine said bravely in the silence. She heard Jerry’s breath catch and nearly groaned aloud at her runaway mouth. If she got killed for that stupid comment, St. Peter would surely swat her knuckles at the pearly gates. Ironically, the thief laughed snidely and waved the gun at her, indicating her to step to the side.

      “I like you, little spitfire,” he said lightly, walking closer to where Clementine was. “But that doesn’t mean the rest of these fellers can get away with talking to me like that too. No one talks to Jesse James like that and lives very long. Ya get me woman?”

      Jerry got to his feet slowly and pushed Clementine behind him. The outlaw’s expression got awfully dark as he glared at Jerry. The two men sized each other up quietly. Her heart was pounding nervously as another pop from the other train car echoed in the silence.

      “You her husband?” Jesse said snidely, waving the gun at Clementine as she peered around Jerry’s shoulder.

      “Yes, and she’s always had a tart mouth on her. The safe was in the other train car,” Jerry said quickly and Clementine almost stomped on his foot in retaliation for him claiming she had a smart mouth – and the fact that he claimed she was his wife!

      “It’s a right pretty mouth and you are a smart man. I’d marry a feisty one too – they are a lot more fun behind closed doors,” Jesse said with a wink at Jerry as if they were in cahoots.

      “Well, I…” Clementine gasped, scandalized, only to have Jerry’s hand clamp down over her mouth. He spun her around, pulled her closer, and tightened his grip around her. Muffled sounds escaped her as she wanted to order Jerry to release her.

      “Jesse! We found it! But it ain’t got no seventy-grand inside. It looks near plumb empty!” a heavily accented voice called out from the other car. A face leaned in, looking at the outlaw that held the gun. “Whatcha want to do?”

      “We’ll be relieving these poor folks of their valuables and heading out. If any of them argue or put up a fuss – shoot ‘em. Be quick about it, Frank, and let’s get out of here.”

      “You got it, Jesse.”

      Shocked, the other man yanked a crushed hat off the ground and held it out, upside down. Several people began to empty their pockets and removed jewelry from their person. As he walked over, Jerry’s eyes stared at her harshly.

      “I’m going to remove my hand- don’t say a word, Liberty. Got it?”

      She nodded and took a deep breath as she was freed of his grasp. Jerry removed his pocket watch and chain, dropping it into the hat. He then gently tapped at her earbobs and nodded. Reaching up, Clementine quickly removed them from her earlobes and dropped them into the hat.

      “Any of you got a wallet or coin purse?”

      “I’m not sure where it went during the derailment,” she answered honestly and Jerry quickly nodded.

      “Hurry it up, Frank! We gotta go!”

      “I’m movin’ Jessie. Sheesh!”

      The two men headed out of the doorway. She could see them leaving the scene carrying a few heavily laden bags over their shoulders to horses nearby. The broken panes of glass and twisted metal of the train made an eerie frame around their departure. Numbly, Clementine surveyed the chaos around them. People sat staring at each other among broken wreckage. Some had limbs laying at odd angles, and a few people looked as if they were sleeping, knocked out, or worse. The scenery blurred strangely as she felt her world collapsing around her. She’d just survived a train derailment and armed robbery. She couldn’t contain the ragged gasp that escaped her as her bottom lip trembled nervously.

      “Halloooo!” Clementine heard called out nearby and saw a conductor’s face appear in the distance. “Everyone please stay put and we’ll ascertain the damages. Is anyone in medical need?”

      Several cries rose up around her, making Clementine search for something to support her before she collapsed in shock. Her hand made contact with something warm and she stared at the tanned hand holding her own. Slowly, she followed the arm to see that Jerry had laced his fingers with hers. He pulled her to him, wrapping her in a hug as she let out a ragged sob as the reality of what had just happened hit her.

      “Sir! Is your wife alright? Is she injured?”

      “She’s traumatized by what has happened,” Jerry quickly explained, holding tightly to Clementine’s body. She could feel herself trembling involuntarily against him. “I’d like to get her outside for some fresh air. Do you know how they stopped the train?”

      He pulled her towards the doorway, stepping over debris and making room for others to get much needed aide. Glancing up, she saw that he had several scratches on his face as well as a spot that was swelling up on his temple where he’d hit his head.

      “Are you okay?” she asked in alarm.

      “I’m fine,” he told her gently, smoothing her hair back. He leaned down and kissed her forehead where her hairline was. Clementine didn’t even balk at this, rather she took comfort in the simplistic show of affection.

      A breeze caught her skirts, ruffling them around her and filling her lungs. She was alive- safe and sound. Wiping her eyes, she surveyed the wreckage standing there with Jerry as he spoke to a man in uniform. Clementine wandered a few feet away and stared horrified at the tracks on the hill. The train rail was jerked out of place and twisted oddly, guaranteeing the destruction. The large engine that pulled the cars lay in the ditch nearby and three cars had been pulled from the track.

      “What are you looking at?” Jerry’s voice said gently from behind her. Clementine glanced over her shoulder and pointed.

      “The rails were disturbed. Shouldn’t there be ties holding down the rails? And look there! The spikes are lying in the grass,” she revealed. “It wasn’t happenstance – this was planned and deliberate.”

      “You didn’t recognize the name, did you?”

      “Jessie James? Yes, I did.”

      “I think that’s the same James-Younger gang that the Chicago Pinkerton’s went after a few years back. Allan Pinkerton sent his own son and the slippery thieves got away. I need to get word to Denver that they just robbed the train,” he announced, turning to the conductor and walking quickly to where several men were standing.

      Clementine stared at him in dismay. He wasn’t alone and this wasn’t only Jerry on the case! She’d been there and noticed the train tracks before he did – this could be her ticket of acceptance into the Pinkerton Agency and she wasn’t about to let it slip through her fingers.

      “You aren’t going anywhere without me, sir!” she blurted out, walking up behind Jerry and yanking on his shirt sleeve. He glanced down at her in surprise, his warm eyes lighting up. “We’ll be heading into the nearest town and contacting Mr. Gordon together,” she stressed forcibly, gritting her teeth in a clenched smile. If he thought he could simply sweep past her and take all the credit, he had another thing coming.

      “You heard the lady,” Jerry said with a warm smile. “Point us in the nearest direction of a town, boys. We’ll be needing a few supplies too- since you’ll be here for a while waiting for help.”
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      Clementine instantly regretted her mad rush to head for the nearest town. Jerry meant business and was striding across the tall grassy fields that waved in the thick summer breeze. She was grateful for the relief it brought as she sweated indelicately underneath her corset.

      “You gonna make it back there?”

      Gnashing her teeth, she kicked at a patch of weeds nearby and muttered under her breath a few choice words that would scandalize anyone within hearing. She was pretty confident that Jerry couldn’t hear her because he was so far ahead of her in the distance. Her short legs were struggling to keep up with him, giving her the impression that he was trying to lose her.

      “I’m fine, but you could slow down, partner,” she hollered and saw him come to an abrupt stop. He looked back at her and frowned. The feeling that he was trying to leave her behind was cemented in her mind, making her feel slightly ill. “You’re doing this deliberately, aren’t you?”

      “Doing what?”

      “Leaving me behind.”

      “Why on earth would you think that?”

      “For the same reason you wanted to leave me at the train: you want the credit for reporting the robbery and the sighting of Jesse James.”

      “Someone has to tell the agency about it so they can dispatch out an agent or two quickly.”

      “There are two of them standing right here, sir!”

      “Liberty,” he said gently. “You aren’t an official agent yet and I don’t even know if Archibald Gordon will admit you. I’m on my way to pick up my first assignment – I don’t think he will appreciate me going rogue or running about unchecked.”

      “I think he would rather that Jesse James was captured regardless of who caught him.” Crossing her arms over her chest, she stared at him and resisted the temptation to take several deep inhalations to catch her breath.

      “And I think you might be wrong about that. It’s all about maintaining law and order. Yes, he would want Jesse James caught and brought to justice – but done so in a lawful manner. If a woman was killed pretending to be an agent, what kind of message would that send to the world about the Pinkertons? While I think you are more than capable of doing the job, the idea of you getting hurt doesn’t sit well with me – nor the possibility of ruining such a modern concept of a woman becoming an agent.”

      Clementine didn’t say a word. Her mind was racing as she took what he said to heart. Jerry was right. It was a radical movement to have the Pinkerton Agency hiring women when the belief was that they were softer than men were. Her own father had scoffed at the idea when he’d seen it in the newspaper. Women were capable and proving a successful idea over the last year. Maintaining the letter of the law needed to become her creed, her motto, not just catching the outlaws or wrongdoers.

      They stood there looking at each other for several moments as both were silent. Alone, in the middle of nowhere – it was the words Jerry didn’t say that kept her quiet. He didn’t want her to get hurt. He said he thought her capable but was afraid. This man, this stranger, was looking out for her well-being in more ways than one. He wanted her to be an agent and was coaching her on how to best proceed.

      “Thank you,” she said softly. “I guess I needed to step back and think for a moment about it. It’s not just about me or taking credit for something anymore, is it?”

      “I think you should absolutely take credit for discovering how James managed to derail the train, partner,” he stressed with a wide, easy smile. “We’ve got a long walk into town and it’s going to be getting dark soon.”

      “How far do we have to go?”

      “I think we’ve still got another four or five miles. I can still see the train in the distance on the edge of the horizon.”

      “Oh no,” she grimaced. “I didn’t realize the next town was so far away.”

      “That’s why I asked for supplies and was trying to walk so fast. With nothing around us, we are an open target if someone was to come upon us.”

      “Are you armed?”

      “Of course, but that isn’t the point.”

      “We should be safe then.”

      “Liberty, just think about how this all looks,” he said gently. “We are a man and woman in the middle of nowhere heading out to a town on foot. When we get there, people are going to talk or assume the worst.”

      “They can just talk then,” she said with a huff. “We know better.”

      “You are betrothed, what if word gets back to your intended that you were alone with another man for hours on end?”

      “In a field, no less,” she reminded him.

      “That wouldn’t stop me if I was your husband or your betrothed,” he admitted scandalously. His eyes were locked onto hers. The hot look in his eyes made her mouth drop open in shock.

      “You shouldn’t say such things!”

      “It’s the truth,” he admitted, shrugging. “Now, we need to get moving. Are you ready?”

      “I guess I’ll have to be, won’t I?”

      “It’s probably better for both of us.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because I’m going to be married too.”

      Clementine abruptly tripped and fell in the grass. She was mortified as the world rushed up and smacked her directly in the face. Her mouth caught a large dandelion on the way down that had her spitting fluffy seeds out immediately and gagging. Her hands and knees ached from where she caught herself on the ground.

      “Are you alright?” she heard Jerry ask as his hands grasped her waist, hauling her up from the ground. Clementine jerked away and swatted at his hand angrily.

      “I’m fine. You are something else though, Mister!”

      “What’s the problem now?”

      “How dare you be so very flirtatious with me when you’ve got a young lady waiting for you at home. That poor thing! She has no idea that she is marrying such a… a… philanderer!”

      “You feel sorry for her? Oh, that is rich!” he chortled, his face a mixture of shock and disbelief. “I’ve been called many things but never a philanderer. What about your own betrothed? How would he feel knowing you almost kissed me?”

      “What? You tried to kiss me-  not the other way around!”

      “You just keep saying that to yourself, Liberty and let’s get a move on. I have no desire to be stuck out here any later than necessary with a woman that is twisting my words and attacking my character.”

      “Attacking your… Ohhhh!” she screeched, balling her fists at her sides. This man irritated the fire out of her. Everything he uttered was turned about and put back on her. He’d tried to kiss her and she’d turned him away. She’d been polite the entire time, telling him it was inappropriate – yet he kept trying and saying things to her that would make a lady of the night blush in embarrassment. The man was a lecher wrapped in a handsome package and she didn’t just feel sorry for the woman – she was inclined to tell her exactly what she was getting into by marrying the troll.

      “Quit calling me Liberty – that isn’t my name anyhow. I retract the offer for you to call me that any longer. You may address me as Miss Fenton from now on- or better yet… not at all!” she seethed at his back as he walked off into the distance. Jerry suddenly came to an abrupt halt not far from where she stood. It was almost eerie the way his head turned slowly to look over his shoulder at her.

      “Is that so?”

      “Quite!”

      “Miss Fenton, eh? Any relation to Clementine Fenton?”

      “How do you know of her?” she asked weakly, feeling a sudden sense of dread wash over her. Her heart began to pound wildly and she heard roaring in her ears as he spoke again.

      “My full name is Jericho Buchannan and she’s my betrothed. Jerry is a nickname one of my cousins gave me.”

      “Oh, sweet merciful heavens,” she uttered.

      The air suddenly seemed so stifling, and she knew without a doubt that she’d been placed in his path someway, somehow. Was this divine intervention giving her a chance to meet the man she was to marry? She’d despised the idea of marrying a stranger for so long- yet here he was, no longer a faceless man but the man who’d been flirting with her for the last two days. Her head spun wildly and darkness clawed at the edge of her vision just moments before she dropped limply in the grass in a dead faint.
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      Jericho stared at the collapsed form there in the grass and couldn’t help the smile that appeared on his face. Apparently the lovely lady he’d befriended on the train was none other than Miss Clementine Fenton – his mysterious bride. He’d always wondered what she looked like and now he knew. She was exceptional and he was one lucky man! Leaning down gently, he patted her cheeks and grabbed the canteen of water he’d brought for them.

      Her eyelashes fluttered and he remained completely still. She had a fearful look to her eyes that reminded him of a trapped deer. Her dark eyes looked fathomless in her colorless face.

      “Shhh,” he breathed gingerly, handing her the canteen as she tried to scramble away from him. “Drink this. I’m not going to harm you.”

      “No, you’re just going to marry me and take away any freedom that I have.”

      “We’ve barely met yet you know me so well already?”

      “Isn’t that what husbands do? Use their wives and have them tend house?”

      “Well, some wives do this-  yes.”

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      “What are you expecting exactly out of me?”

      “Are we negotiating our terms of marriage here sitting in the grass?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Then let’s get up, dust you off, and get moving so we aren’t stuck out here in the dark alone,” he said with a smile. “Although, technically, I’m not ruining your good name since we are to be married.”

      “You are truly atrocious.”

      “And all yours too, sweetcheeks,” Jericho taunted, extending a hand towards her in an effort to help her up. To his surprise, she slapped it away and got to her feet on her own. He couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped him as she began to march away from him angrily. He knew that if they were on a ballroom floor instead of a field, he would hear her boots clicking away impatiently.

      Knowing now that the woman he’d been fascinated with was his very own Clementine certainly changed things for him. It was no longer simply a man longing for a stolen kiss from a woman he could never have – she was to be his bride! Instead of teasing her or tempting her- he now had a different plan of action. He was going to do what he could to make her fall for him, the real Jericho.

      “Wait for me, dumplin’,” he called out and grinned happily at her screech of indignation that caused her ramrod spine to straighten even more. He followed closely behind her, replaying the past day or so in his mind. Her smile, the way her eyes crinkled at the corners when she laughed, even the way she pursed her lips angrily at him – it all had him smitten beyond belief with his betrothed. He couldn’t wait to thank his father for doing something so old-fashioned, nor to admit how well it turned out for him in the end.

      They walked for hours on end and the sun was low on the horizon, causing a warm tangerine sunset to illuminate the sky. He could see the outline of a town just ahead and thanked his lucky stars. Jericho would take absolutely no chances with her safety. He’d been so scared during the train derailment that it was instinctive to try to protect her, something that caused him to ache fiercely. He knew for a fact that his entire back was probably black and blue with bruises.

      Entering the town, Jericho jogged up to Clementine and grabbed hold of her arm to slow her down.

      “What do you want now? You’ve already ruined my entire life- is Christmas or my birthday next on your agenda?” she snapped waspishly, jerking her arm from his grasp. He could see the rings of exhaustion and trails of silent tears on her cheeks. They needed to talk but it would have to be when they had time to open up; right now it was all too new– too raw- between them

      “Liber…uh…Clementine?” he began and she quickly cut him off.

      “It’s Miss Fenton.”

      “Betrothed,” he stressed and reached for her elbow again, only to see her swat his hands away again. Dropping his hands, he stopped and took a deep breath. His soon-to-be-bride was a prickly one and while he loved it, he would need to have his wits about him.

      “When we go to check in at the hotel, we’ll need to act the part of a team.”

      “I’m not staying with you.”

      “I didn’t say you had to- but I do want you next door if there is a problem.”

      “Fine.”

      “What I’m trying to ask you is to calm down so we don’t attract unwanted attention. Pinkertons are usually welcomed in most places, but in rougher areas agents are looked at as a problem that needs to be rid of quickly or handled.”

      “How do you know? You are new- remember?”

      “Because I’m not an imbecile.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “I’m going to let that comment slide, sugarplum, since I know you are upset right now. Be warned, my patience has its limits and while I find you fascinating? I am not above correcting my wife.”

      “Soon-to-be-wife,” she amended hotly. “And we aren’t married- yet.”

      “I can fix that problem too,” Jericho snapped, feeling his temper flare. Several pairs of eyes were looking in their direction at the sight of their bickering in the street. “You need to calm down and we need to get away from the local busybodies. Do you disagree?”

      Clementine looked around carefully at their surroundings, as if seeing them for the first time. He saw her nod slowly and she extended her arm towards him expectantly. Without a word, he placed her hand on his arm as if they were any normal couple out for a stroll. Walking past the men, he was pleased to see that she stared straight ahead staunchly. Her profile was breathtaking in its nobility and grace. He would be proud to have her on his arm at any moment in his life – even when they looked as weary as they were now.

      Clementine’s white dress was filthy. She was covered with dust, with large grass-stains on her knees, wrists, and bottom. Her hair was in complete disarray and she looked exhausted. Anyone that would have looked at her could have drawn an illicit conclusion, one that he wouldn’t have her harassed for.

      “Excuse me, gentlemen,” Jericho said quietly. “My lovely wife and I were thrown from our horses recently- could you point me towards the hotel so she might rest up?”

      It took a few uneasy moments of whispering before one of them stepped forward to point at a building down the street.

      “Maisie has a nice, clean place and she can get your lady a new gown for a few coins. Might even sweet talk ol’ Maisie into a hot meal and bath too.”

      “Thank you sir,” he said genuinely and moved to shake his hand. He felt Clementine clutch at his arm and felt a rush of happiness burst in his chest. Even if she didn’t want to admit it, she needed him. He pressed a coin in the other man’s hand when he shook it.

      “My bride would be quite traumatized if word got out at how disheveled she is right now.”

      “Mister, ain’t no one in the streets but us drunks right now. I think I’ll get the boys another round of whiskey to make sure we didn’t see a thing.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Why is it important that no one see me?”

      “Pudding, you look like a young lady who’s already had her wedding night,” he whispered, seeing her sharp look of horror and her face filled with embarrassment.

      “I want to make sure you get treated like the lady you are.”

      “I can’t believe you even said that,” she scolded him.

      “I’m just saying what those men were thinking.”

      “Then they are horrid just like you.”

      Jericho didn’t say a word. Instead he walked her quickly down the street towards the building the man had pointed at. He pulled her inside the small entryway and heard several voices nearby. Ignobly he pushed Clementine into a nearby corner chair and walked over to the desk, ignoring her outraged face.

      “My wife and I would like two rooms please. I’d like a bath sent up for her and a new gown please,” Jericho asked the middle-aged lady behind the counter. Her eyebrow arched knowingly and he was mortified to see her look over his shoulder at Clementine.

      “You okay, honey?” Maisie asked Clementine baldly. Her stark expression blushed beet-red with mortification at the implication that something illicit had happened between them.

      “Yes. My husband and I were thrown earlier, forcing us to walk all the way here. I’m just tired and filthy.”

      “Are you hungry too, little one?” he asked. Jericho felt a pang of guilt that burned his chest as Clementine’s eyes darted to him at his words. Her large brown eyes filled with tears as she nodded silently.

      “Can we get a meal for my little bride too?”

      “If you’ve got money, you can go on and head upstairs,” Maisie said gently. “Your wife is about to drop from exhaustion.”

      “I know,” he admitted. “So far I’ve been a pretty awful husband.”

      “No,” Clementine said softly behind him. “It’s just an awful situation we are stuck in.”

      Jericho knew what she meant by her words. No, he wasn’t her husband yet and she honestly thought it was a terrible mess they were trapped in by their families long ago. Maisie took her words different. Maisie’s weathered face split with a smile, thinking that Clementine was arguing that he was a good husband. Jericho felt like the lowest fool ever.

      “I’ll bring the meals up and hot water,” Maisie shooed, pushing two sets of keys in his hand. Jericho paid the woman and turned to Clementine to see her nodding off in the chair. Looking back at Maisie, he smiled tenderly.

      “How about we wait until morning for that bath and meal? I think she needs to sleep first,” he countered. At Maisie’s request, he waited just a second while she fetched a pitcher of water and a board with cheese. Maisie took the keys from Jericho and went up the stairs first, unlocking the door.

      Jericho scooped up Clementine’s worn body in his arms and felt his heart swell in his chest. He should be carrying her like this on their wedding night, not after a train derailment. He was just glad that she was alive and well to have this moment with her. She lay her bedraggled head against his chest and didn’t even fight him.

      At the top of the stairs, he carried her into the bare room and lay her gently on the bed. Clementine barely stirred. He unbuttoned her boots and slipped them off, covering her lightly with a blanket. Maisie stepped around him, setting the pitcher and tray on a small table nearby.

      “Thank you for everything,” he whispered, afraid to wake Clementine.

      “Of course,” Maisie said gently with a note of wistfulness in her eyes. Jericho knew then that her husband had passed away. “My Edward used to look at me the same way- how could I not let you take care of her when you two remind me of us?”

      “How long were you married?”

      “Twenty-three blissful years.”

      “I hope to have double that with my bride,” he admitted honestly.

      “I wish you both the best,” Maisie agreed with a nod. “I’ll send everything else up at daybreak.”
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      Clementine awoke sore and stiff the next morning to a rapping at the door. She was so exhausted and whoever it was could just wait.

      “Mother, I’ll be down in a bit,” she muttered aloud, shoving the pillow into just the right position under her cheek.

      “It’s not your mother, kitten,” she heard a deep voice respond and sat up immediately looking around. The hotel! The train! Flashback of memory ran through her mind, replaying everything. Jericho was at the door… and where were her boots?

      “You can’t come in,” she called out.

      “Maisie brought you breakfast and a bath, sweetie – unless you’d rather I went first in the bath?”

      Clementine could practically hear the taunting in his overly polite voice. She wasn’t going to let him have the hot bath. That would force her to wallow in lukewarm or cool bathwater. No, she wanted the steaming warmth to ease her aching body.

      Padding across the room in her stockings, she yanked open the door to see Jericho and the woman from last night. She assumed this must be Maisie. Jericho was carrying a large empty tin bathtub and Maisie had in her arms two large plates piled with food. Stepping back, she allowed the two of them into the tiny hotel room. Jericho sat down the tin tub and was quickly followed by a few girls carrying large pails of steaming water. Pulling the table away from the wall, Jericho took the plates from Maisie and gave her a peck on the cheek.

      “You are a lifesaver.”

      “You’re a scoundrel.”

      “That’s why my little minx loves me,” he said tenderly, looking at Clementine where she stood. Her mouth dropped open and she almost argued the point, only to see Maisie pat Jericho on the cheek affectionately.

      “Just like my Edward,” the woman said and walked out of the room.

      “Come sit down and eat while its hot,” Jericho ordered, pulling up a chair from the corner for himself. “I hope you like bacon, eggs, and grits. She asked me what you’d like to eat and I guessed.”

      “It’s fine.”

      Staring, Clementine watched as he took several bites and closed his eyes happily. She could practically see his utter enjoyment as he took another bite. The smell of sweet and salty bacon wafted up to tickle her nose. Her belly gave an obnoxious rumble at that moment, causing Jericho’s lip to upturn in a wry grin, but he didn’t say a word.

      Clementine sat down gingerly on the edge of the bed and picked up her fork, scooping up some eggs and taking a bite. Her body was ravenous and it was a reminder that she wasn’t taking care of herself. She’d been in such a rush to avoid her fate that she’d forgone some simple things, and ran right into the man she was to marry.

      Once they’d finished eating, she assumed he would make some coarse remark about bathing or something else but he didn’t. He simply stood up and excused himself, leaving her alone. She sat on the bed half expecting him to walk back in and surprise her as she was undressing. Moments ticked by and she stared at the steaming bath waiting for her enviously. A knock on the door made her jump and she marched over, yanking it open only to be surprised.

      Maisie stood at the door with a blue calico dress draped over her arm. Her eyes widened in shock at the door being opened so aggressively.

      “Were you expecting someone?”

      “No. You surprised me.”

      “Your husband asked me to get you a dress to replace that one. I don’t think those stains will come out of it, but I will sure try to remove them.”

      “He asked you to get me another gown?”

      “Yes,” Maisie said with a knowing smile. “He said that he hoped I could find something blue to compliment your hair. That man truly loves you.”

      Clementine didn’t know what to say. This all felt like such a farce to her and she hated deceiving the woman. She understood why they were claiming to be married but the lie tasted sour all the same.

      “Thank you for all your kindness.”

      “Do you need more soap?”

      “I think one of the girls left a bar for me.”

      “Just holler if you need anything.”

      “Thank you again.”

      Clementine shut the door firmly and set the lock on the door. Eyeing the bathtub, she carefully removed her dress, feeling infinitely cooler as each layer came off. The outer dress, the underpinnings, the large bustle held with tapes to create a fashionable shape, and then her corset. Finally freeing herself, she stepped into the tub and sighed happily. Yanking off her sweaty chemise, she quickly darted down into the water to cover herself.

      She was so relieved to have clean clothing to get into after wearing all the trappings she’d donned for the trip. She’d wanted to present herself properly for Archibald Gordon when she asked for the position, hoping to make an impression. That wish didn’t change; it was only modified slightly with the need to send a telegraph to the man.

      She still intended to go to Colorado in pursuit of the job. It was just a matter of whether or not she could convince him – and Jericho. If he supported her, it would be such a boon to have the endorsement of another agent who’d been accepted into the Agency. There had to be some redeeming factor to him that made the Pinkertons want him as part of their team.

      The temptation to soak for hours – or at least until the water cooled- was great since she knew that Jericho would be next. He’d been good to her and it wasn’t like her to be spiteful. Plus, she was concerned that someone else might have a key to her room or barge in unexpectedly. Washing up quickly, she tediously laced herself back into her corset and underpinnings before pulling the calico dress over her head. The day dress had a very modest square neckline that exposed a little more skin than she was comfortable with since her dresses almost always buttoned up to the throat. It was infinitely cooler and would be comfortable to travel in once they got started towards Colorado again. First thing to attend to was sending that telegraph.

      A slight rap at the door had Clementine immediately smoothing her clothing to make sure everything was secure and decent. She quickly plaited her hair into a simple braid in order to keep it neat until it dried. Opening the door, she saw Jericho standing there leaning on the frame with a smile on his face that made her toes curl happily.

      “I was afraid you’d turned into a little mermaid,” he teased intimately. “But then I realized that stench was just the lye soap.”

      “Are you telling me that I smell?”

      “Nope, just teasing you about your bath. Is it completely cooled off now?” he asked, walking past her into the room. Clementine sputtered indignantly at the domineering way he simply barged in.

      “You need to leave.”

      “It’s my turn for a bath.”

      “Not in here, you don’t!”

      “Dumplin’,” he said in an exaggerated mocking tone. “The baths cost money and I don’t want to wait for them to heat more water. Besides, you are my wife.”

      “I’m your betrothed.”

      “Close enough,” he said, yanking his shirt over his head. Clementine slapped her hands over her eyes and did an about face. Using her hands as blinders, she quickly walked into the hallway looking for a place to hide from him. She could not stay in there!

      “Shut the door, pumpkin! There’s a draft.”

      Horrified, she slammed it shut. His laughter and sounds of water splashing carried through the wooden door, making her cheeks burn something fierce, but it also made her heart flip-flop wildly with a feeling she wasn’t ready to identify…

      Happiness.
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        * * *

      

      As they strode through the streets of the small town, Clementine didn’t want to be the one noticing how nicely Jericho cleaned up. He was handsome in a way that made her stomach do somersaults. His blond hair was slicked back with a comb, but as it dried and the wind picked it up, it feathered against his skin. Heading in to the telegraph office, she listened warily as he rattled off directions for the message. She expected him to take credit or make some remark that was uncouth since he had a rawness about him that made her crazy, but he was all business.

      Train derailment by James-Younger gang in Adair, Iowa

      On my way to Denver - Do I pursue?

      Excellent candidate for Agency with me

      She can explain details on derailment

      Awaiting directions

      

      She winced at the extravagant cost of the telegram. Last thing she wanted to do was visit a bank to have money wired to her. That would only reveal her location and open up more questions as to when she would be home for the wedding… A wedding she didn’t mind so much now, but would never admit.

      “Is there anything I should add?” he asked Clementine. She started, lost in thought and quickly shook her head. There was no reason to add to the price with more wording. She considered sending a message to her family to let them know she was safe, but that would wait until she arrived in Colorado.

      “Now what?”

      “We wait,” he said simply, handing the small slip of paper to the clerk. The telegraph was a quick way to get word across the country and once they knew their next move, they could come up with a plan.
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        * * *

      

      “She?” Archibald Gordon admitted with surprise under his breath before speaking to Marianne as she poured his tea. “Marianne, it seems that our newest Agent has found himself with another candidate – a woman.”

      “Archie, focus on the rest of the letter, if you please,” Marianne chided him gently. “The James-Younger gang has robbed a moving train? Tell me, is there no lengths that evil do-gooders will not reach? Just when I begin to think of how far we’ve come, I am taken aback.”

      “The telegraph doesn’t say how many were injured or how they managed to stop a train. It just asks if they should pursue them.”

      “And? Should they?”

      “No, I think not. Joseph Whicher or maybe John Boyle I believe may be better candidates. Both have more experience than Buchannan and I have a different mission for him in mind. Joe, what do you think?”

      “I can absolutely handle them,” Joseph Whicher announced confidently. Marianne had to keep herself from rolling her eyes in aggravation. The man was so arrogant it was sickening. He was a fantastic agent and always seemed to win the day – but that streak of success was bound to come at a price. He was brave to a fault.

      “See Marianne? Joe can handle the James-Younger gang. I’ve got complete confidence in him – and you should too.”

      “Of course, Archie,” Marianne said demurely, her eyes giving him a sideways glance as she admired the determination on his ruddy face. The man would uphold the law at any cost. “And the lady Buchannan is with?”

      “I won’t know until I speak with her,” Archie confessed, taking a sip of his tea. “I would like to have more details regarding this infamous derailment so the railroad can take measures to prevent a second or third instance.”

      “Archie,” she murmured. “If Buchannan is traveling with a young lady and they are working well together – why not give her a chance? I would pair the two of them up and marry them.”

      “Buchannan is betrothed to someone already, although your idea has merit. We shall see. I will send word that the first order of business is to get as much information as possible regarding the robbery. Both should attend me at once and then a decision will be made,” he announced, getting to his feet.

      “The woman Buchannan is with, what of her reputation? If they are traveling alone, it would make quite the scandal and doesn’t fit with the Pinkerton Code. We are to avoid scandalous situations.”

      “You don’t need to remind me of a code I live and breathe,” he said with an arched eyebrow. “You think they should be married immediately? Joe? What do you think?”

      “There’s no need to do something brash or reckless. Marriage isn’t the answer and we need that information on the train immediately,” Joseph interjected smugly.

      “You could solve two problems at once - especially if she is to be an agent. Another man might not take too keenly to his bride spending time alone with someone else prior to their wedding. The information will still be on the way and available to you both once they arrive.”

      “Even if it’s in name only?” Joseph sneered mockingly. “A piece of paper doesn’t save the world – action does. What is someone’s good name versus saving lives and upholding the law? Marianne, you’ve grown fanciful as of late.”

      “Archibald Gordon! You know that if their reputation is tainted or if word gets out, it will look poorly on the agency. Think of it, would you take a bride – in name only- if there was a shadow of impropriety?”

      “I wouldn’t and we’ve already discussed what I would want in a woman.”

      “I know we have,” Marianne said wistfully. She remembered that day and clung to his words. Someday he would know that she was the perfect woman for him, if he wasn’t so hard-headed and stubborn. She wanted to ruffle that smoothed beard and kiss his brow sometimes – other moments she wanted to pour the tea in his lap.

      “If that will be all, Marianne? Joe, if you will excuse me – I’ve got work to attend to immediately. Prepare to depart within the week.”

      “Certainly. I’ll be ready,” Joseph confirmed, getting to his feet. He looked Marianne up and down, making her feel insignificant. She definitely disliked the man and his success with outlaws almost wasn’t enough to compensate for his arrogance.

      “Of course. You’ll make the best decision for the Agency, Archie. You always do.”

      She exited the office and tidied up nearby, listening to him as he spoke softly to himself as he composed a response to the telegram. Marianne found herself smiling at his words, knowing someday he would realize that she only had his best interests at heart.
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      Come to Denver – do not pursue.

      Candidate will be your partner

      Marry immediately

      Will explain on arrival

      

      Clementine’s hand shook as she handed the telegram back to Jericho. Had he betrayed her by telling Archibald Gordon of their betrothal? That didn’t seem possible because she’d read the original telegram that was sent. Could he have sent a second one?

      “Why would he say that?”

      “That we are to be partners?”

      “No, you clod,” she snapped, exasperated. “That we are to marry immediately.”

      “I don’t see a problem,” Jericho shrugged. “We are betrothed already.”

      “But I don’t want to marry you.”

      “I don’t think our parents asked us what we wanted to do. It’s been set in stone for years on end, Clementine, and truthfully – it would put our family’s minds at ease.”

      “You want this, don’t you?”

      “Of course, I do.”

      “Did you arrange this?” she cried out, pointing at the telegram he still held in his hands.

      “No. I had no idea it would instruct us to marry.”

      “Then why?”

      “We are to go to Denver and find out.”

      “As husband and wife!”

      “Clementine, we are going to be married in a month. What does it matter?”

      “It matters because…,” she began and turned away from him, crossing her arms protectively against her chest. “Never mind.”

      “Tell me,” Jericho whispered, putting his hands on her shoulders. She shivered at the feel of his fingers on her skin that was exposed by the square neckline of her dress. It made her think of what marriage would entail – a wedding night. She was glad she was facing away from him so he couldn’t see her flushed face. She knew she was blushing something fierce!

      “My heart, tell me what you want out of our marriage,” he breathed against her ear. It was the first time she hadn’t detected a note of insincerity in the endearment. The feeling of his warm breath gave her goosebumps but his words irritated her to no end.

      “Quit using all these sweet words when you don’t mean them.”

      “How do you know I don’t mean them?” he asked, slowly turning her around to face him. They were standing there in the middle of the small telegraph office, with the clerk and another man nearby – yet in her mind, they were alone.

      There was no one else but Jericho. The way his eyes caressed her and captivated her own was incredible. There was no hint of amusement or deceit in them or else she might have kicked him in the shin for playing with her heart. No, there was only honesty and admiration… for her. His hands reached up to cup her chin tenderly, his thumb brushing across her cheek ever so softly.

      “Why would you think that I don’t mean it, my angel?”

      “You are always taunting me or teasing me.”

      “Because I like how fiercely you react to me.”

      “You like me angry?”

      “I like you losing that calm, cool demeanor that is for everyone else- but not for me,” he admitted in a hushed voice. She felt a moment of embarrassment for anyone watching them but then saw his expression.  His eyelids closed slightly as he focused on her lips. He was going to kiss her there in the office!

      “You show me another side of you, something that sets my blood on fire.”

      “Don’t do this,” she breathed, frozen in his arms.

      “If not now, when?”

      “Never.”

      “Now.”

      “No.”

      “Oh yes,” Jericho breathed against her lips as they finally touched hers. Clementine felt like everything that was good suddenly had snapped into place around her, stunning her with the intensity of how right it felt. She hadn’t realized this was missing in her life until this very moment. His warm lips gently skimmed across hers, infinitely tender.

      Jerking away from him, Clementine felt like her whole world had been turned upside down. Nothing had been of her choosing – not her betrothal by her parents, not being stuck with Jericho after the train, nor a candidate being forced to marry. Nothing made sense except that her choices were always taken from her.

      “I’m not going to marry you,” she whispered.

      “I would never harm you.”

      “No, you’d take my choices away from me.”

      “Is that it?”

      “That’s a lot!”

      “We are to be married, whether its headed to Denver or back in Chicago a month from now. What choice are you looking to make?”

      “I want to be free to decide what I do with my life and where I go.”

      “You would be told where to go, where you are needed, as a Pinkerton Agent. It would be no different other than we are a team.”

      “I don’t want…” she flushed nervously and looked away, mortified. She was afraid of losing herself to a man that kept her constantly on edge. He had a way of getting under her skin that rankled her. Marriage meant intimacy, children, and creating a home.

      “Let’s go,” he said abruptly, releasing her.

      “Where?”

      “Somewhere we can talk alone.”

      She followed him out into the street and struggled to keep up with his long strides. Another perfect example of how they wouldn’t work together – he kept leaving her behind. He came to a stop, opening the door to a small chapel nearby. Clementine balked immediately, thinking he was forcing the marriage on her.

      “No.”

      “We aren’t marrying – it will be quiet and private since we don’t really have a place to go to. Maisie’s will be full of people unless you want to be alone with me in your hotel room for a while; the telegraph office was getting crowded, and standing on the street makes us the towns entertainment. I just want to talk, sweetheart.”

      Standing there, Clementine stared at him. Her eyes searched for any signs of fallacy from him. He hadn’t lied to her yet, but she was skittish at being cornered once again.

      “Would you rather head out of town and sit under a tree for a while? We’d still be secluded,” he offered, holding the door. “I thought this might be a safe place for you.”

      Gingerly, she stepped inside and blinked at the darkened interior. The windows were too small to let in a flood of sunlight, compared to like what was outside. The pews were empty except for a single person towards the front in prayer. She didn’t want to disturb the woman and took the pew closest to the doorway to give plenty of privacy. Jericho sat down next to her and held out his hand. Clementine slowly placed her hand in his and jumped the moment his warm fingers closed around hers.

      “Shhh. You are safe.”

      “Jericho…”

      “I wanted to talk privately so we can be honest with each other,” he began quietly. “I’m terrified of being married to someone that I don’t know or can’t get along with. That is why I joined the agency, to get away from home.”

      “Me too.”

      “I hated the idea of being shackled to a stranger for the rest of my life. Then I met this beautiful woman on my way to Denver and realized what exactly I was missing out on. I could never pursue her or court her because my life was tied to someone else – against my will. I hated that and resented my betrothed even more.”

      Clementine felt her throat getting thick with unshed tears. He understood and felt the same way she did! She’d hated the idea of being married to the mysterious Jericho Buchannan simply because she was being told to by her family. Things were out of her control and she wanted to be able to have some say in her future.

      “But then I found out that you were my betrothed,” he admitted shyly, glancing at her and then turning to look back at the pulpit. When he spoke again, she could hear the yearning and wistfulness in his voice. It nearly broke her.

      “I was to marry the woman I was falling for unintentionally, and she couldn’t bear to be near me. It seemed like the ultimate joke was being played on me by the universe- until I carried you up to your hotel room when you were sleeping. I knew then, holding you in my arms, that I would do anything to protect you from whatever demons you had… including myself.”

      “Jericho – don’t say that.”

      “I am not the man you’d choose for your own – but I would always give way to whatever you wanted simply because it would make you happy. I want to marry you. I want you as my betrothed but only if you’ll have me. If you don’t want to marry me, then I will step back and make way for you to be with whomever you’d choose.”

      She sat there silently, staring at his profile. His Adam’s apple moved along his throat as he swallowed nervously, pouring out his thoughts and innermost desires to her. He was a good man and was giving her the chance at freedom.

      “If you did marry me,” he uttered gently, staring straight ahead, but his hand grew perceptibly tighter, giving his emotions away. There was a tick in his jaw that had her mesmerized as she saw he was tense.

      “I would never force you. Someday I would want children with your beautiful auburn hair or glorious eyes that make me feel like I’m drowning in them… but if you don’t want me, I would never press the issue. I don’t know what love is, Clementine, but I do know that I would treasure you beyond anything in this world- or the next- if you would just trust me.”

      A single hot tear spilled from her lashes as she sat there quietly. She felt so amazed by his words and thoughts, a side of him he’d kept hidden under jokes or cute little names that he called her. His words burned themselves in her heart, making her realize that if everything he said was true- she could love someone easily who made her the center of his world.

      Jericho claimed he wouldn’t hold her back, but rather simply wanted to be a part of her life. That was what she’d wanted – her freedom and adventures… but not alone. It was so much sweeter sharing those moments with someone who cared for you. She sniffled and it sounded infinitely louder in the walls of the near-empty church. His eyes snapped to her and she saw the flash of disappointment or guilt in them. It was obvious he thought he’d made her cry.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered and started to get up from the pew. As he pulled his hand from her, she grasped his wrist fiercely and pulled. He sat hard on the wooden pew back beside her with a confused look on his face.

      “You don’t leave a woman who’s crying,” she scolded gently, wiping her eyes fervently. “You offer a handkerchief or try to comfort her.”

      “I don’t have a handkerchief, beloved.”

      “Then I guess your shirt will have to do,” she whispered, staring at his loving eyes as her emotional dam broke free. She eagerly leaned into his open arms where he sat beside her and against his chest, letting all her anxious tears free from her. His arms tightened around her as he held her, his hand smoothing her hair from her face.

      “You are breaking my heart, darling. Don’t cry,” he breathed against the nape of her neck where her head lay on his chest. “I never wanted this.”

      “Well I’m certainly crying now!” a woman whaled out in a broken voice.

      Clementine sniffed and glanced up to see that the solitary person in the church was a young lady with bright orangey hair that was tucked under a scarf. She looked much too young to be in mourning as Clementine assumed, since there was a large black ribbon was tied around her upper arm.

      “I’m sorry we bothered you.”

      “No, I’m sorry I interrupted but if you don’t marry him – some other woman will snatch up a man that can love so deeply. Here,” the woman said bluntly, shoving a handkerchief towards Clementine’s head. “Nothing will bring back my husband… but you should treasure your own.”

      The woman turned around and started to head out of the church. The handkerchief in Clementine’s hand was dry as a bone and embroidered delicately with tiny blue flowers- much too fine to wipe her eyes or blow her nose.

      “Wait!”

      “I will be right back.”

      Sitting up and pulling out of Jericho’s arms, Clementine met his eyes.

      “I meant what I said,” he reminded her, picking up her hand and holding it to his lips as he pressed a soft kiss on her knuckles.

      “What we do next is always your choice. Whether it’s heading to Denver, marry me here, marry me later… or not at all. I will be here for you and support you- in everything.”

      “Yes,” she admitted, looking up at him. Her eyes were blurry with unshed tears as she finally realized that she could have the best of both worlds. The freedom she wanted, an adventure, becoming a Pinkerton agent – all with the person that would treasure her.

      The unknown woman walked back inside the chapel, dragging a minister behind her. The poor man looked to be quite stunned by how he was being pushed around by the young lady – and said so!

      “Miss! This is quite unorthodox to manhandle a man of the cloth.”

      “I told you this was important!”

      “My lunch was too!”

      “It can wait.”

      “Look Miss Gillian, I understand your nerves are frazzled and you miss hi…”

      “It’s not for me!” the woman interrupted loudly, pointing at Jericho and Clementine as they stared at the commotion in front of them. “It’s for these two! Did you agree to marry him yet?”

      “Yes,” Clementine agreed, looking at Jericho in confusion.

      He shook his head and shrugged. He looked just as bewildered as she felt watching the young woman named Gillian as she wrestled to keep the minister from returning to his lunch that was waiting for him.

      “Stop it, Pastor James!” the red-headed woman roared indignantly, stomping her foot, stunning all of them at the sight she made. You could practically see her hair crackling around her head under her scarf from the display of her temper at that moment.

      “You were in an all-fired hurry and rushed through Michael’s funeral. You rushed through everything else and you are guided by your stomach – I understand your motivation. You like to eat – well, me too! These two lovebirds are wanting to get married and if you’ll do it now? I’ll make you a pie unlike any you’ve had before. Do we have a deal?”

      “Can you put extra butter in the crust and make sure it’s flaky,” the minister whispered behind his hand.

      “Yeah, yeah,” she acknowledged rolling her eyes. “Now, take your places.” She yelled obnoxiously out of the chapel doors and another man entered as she barked orders at him. This woman named Gillian could have been a general in an army if she’d have been born a man. There was no arguing with her, just swift, blunt negotiations.

      Jericho took Clementine’s hand and pulled her to her feet. He laced his fingers with hers and she smiled at him nervously as he kissed her knuckles tenderly. The minister’s words blurred in her mind as she did something she’d once had considered unthinkable – she’d married her betrothed. She vaguely recalled saying ‘I do’ simply because Gillian clapped her hands happily behind where Jericho stood, distracting Clementine.

      “That’s it?”

      The words slipped from her mouth, amusing Gillian and Jericho to no end. She felt her cheeks heat with embarrassment as she realized what an insult it was to her new husband. She wasn’t sure what to expect, but she felt the same as she did a moment before.

      “That’s it, beloved. I hope it’s not too disappointing being my wife,” Jericho teased gently, still smiling, as he turned her chin up towards him. He leaned down and gently kissed her lips before kissing the tip of her nose.

      “Now what?”

      “We’ve a train to catch in Adair, my lovely wife. Our next stop is Denver.”

      “What’s in Denver?” Gillian asked quickly as she signed her name in the registry book, bearing witness to their wedding.

      “My wife is becoming a Pinkerton Agent,” Jericho announced proudly, wrapping his arm around Clementine’s waist. “I couldn’t be prouder of her right now – but that is because she puts up with me.”
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      Denver, Colorado

      

      Clementine was a bundle of nerves. She was pacing the office anxiously, wringing her hands. Jericho had been back in the office for nearly twenty minutes speaking with Archibald Gordon. They’d been married a little over a week now and she was still amazed at how comfortable she felt with Jericho as her husband. He was kind and considerate – a true blessing in her life.

      “Would you care for some tea, Mrs. Buchannan?”

      Mr. Gordon’s secretary was the quintessential modern woman. Her dress was perfect, every hair on her head was in place, making her look like she’d just stepped from a portrait. The woman took her seat on the settee next to her. Clementine felt almost dowdy as Marianne exuded a quiet confidence that came with security.

      “Yes, please,” Clementine croaked and cleared her throat delicately.

      “How are you getting along with your new partner,” Marianne asked softly, taking a sip of her own tea cup. “Mr. Gordon tries to pair agents in order to compliment skills or traits that each one brings to the table. Yet, he hadn’t met you and gave you a partner already. Why do you think that is?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Are you displeased? If so, agents are only required to be married during their case. Once the case is over you can have your marriage annulled.”

      “What?”

      Clementine began to choke as the tea went down the wrong way. She quickly set down her teacup in a rush. Grabbing her handkerchief she’d kept from her meeting with Gillian, she covered her mouth and tried to catch her breath. She couldn’t imagine ever annulling their marriage. Surely that was not what Jericho was expecting or hoping for?

      “The agents are only married as long as their case is ongoing?” she whispered, struggling to keep from coughing again.

      “That is typically the only stipulation Mr. Gordon demands of his female agents. It’s for your safety as well as protecting the agency. He would not put you out in the field untrained. Your partner will train you on the job.”

      “How many agents have annulled their marriages?”

      “So far…” Marianne began, looking through her eyelashes at Clementine as if she was measuring her up. “None of our agents have gone through with the annulment.”

      “That’s wonderful.”

      “Mr. Gordon is extremely careful pairing up his agents- which is again why I am curious about you. How did you and Mr. Buchannan meet?”

      “Truthfully, we were betrothed as children by our families but never met each other until the derailment. He’s protected me and helped me at each turn of the way.”

      “Protection is not the only reason to remain married to someone though, is it? There are so many other reasons such as friendship, camaraderie…”

      “Love,” Clementine said softly, looking down at her hands, away from Marianne’s intelligent eyes that saw too much.

      “Do you love Mr. Buchannan?”

      “I was sincerely afraid to be married to him thinking it would rob me of my freedoms and yearning for adventure, but we’ve turned out to be quite similar in our thoughts. He’s surprised me at every turn and broken past any doubts I might have harbored.”

      “Strange. I thought I’d asked a simple question- but received quite an elaborate answer. Perhaps I misspoke? I was curious if you loved your new husband,” Marianne’s gentle voice was encouraging as she set down her teacup. Her eyes never wavered from Clementine’s as she continued speaking.

      “I know what it is like to care for someone- it creates a void in you that hurts when you cannot share your feelings with them. Have you told your husband how you feel?”

      “Not yet,” Clementine whispered in a hushed manner, looking at Marianne. “Everything is so new between us and I’m frightened to spoil it.”

      “Communication is key to every good relationship- even if it’s hard to do.”

      “Have you told your special someone that you care for him?”

      Clementine was surprised to glimpse a pained look on Marianne’s face that was quickly hidden away behind that cool demeanor. She almost felt sorry for the secretary if her love was unrequited. Just as she was opening her mouth to speak, Clementine saw Jericho and presumably Mr. Gordon walk into the lobby.

      “Ladies,” Archibald Gordon said, commanding attention. Both women got to their feet. He abruptly spun on his heel and indicated they should all follow him back to the office again. Jericho held out his hand to Clementine and guided her to a leather chair nearby, putting her directly opposite of Mr. Gordon. As she glanced over her shoulder, she saw Marianne remained standing at the back of the room watching everything. The woman had a keen eye and Clementine was pretty sure she knew every aspect of what moves the agency made. Jericho stood directly behind Clementine, almost in a protective manner.

      “Miss Clementine Fenton, is it?”

      “No,” she blurted out, correcting him immediately. She watched as Mr. Gordon smile coolly. “It’s Clementine Buchannan, sir. We followed your instructions as you gave them.”

      “I’m surprised.”

      “So was I, to be quite honest.”

      “Oh? Do you have problems following directions?”

      “No sir. You have to admit, marrying a stranger was bit much though.”

      “Was he a stranger though?”

      Clementine saw that he already knew the answer to the question and was prodding her to see how she would respond. No wonder the man insisted on interviewing each person. He wanted to see how they functioned, responded, and their physical signs to see if they would be able to perform as an agent.

      “He was and wasn’t – but you already knew that, didn’t you? Jericho told you that during your discussions that I was excluded from.”

      “Actually, your husband and I discussed what he knew of the new Coinage Act that had been passed recently. Have you heard of it?”

      “Vaguely.” Clementine had not, but didn’t want to appear ignorant in front of the man questioning her. It was making her nervous that Jericho was standing just out of sight, hovering behind her. Why couldn’t he sit down nearby so she could reach out to him or look at him to calm her nerves?

      “The United States has moved to backing their monies with only gold- effectively bottoming out the market for silver that is mined. Prices have already dropped, causing quite a bit of disruption for investors and banks.”

      “What does that have to do with us?”

      “I like that, Marianne,” Archibald said with a grin that split his face. “She’s already referring to the agency as ‘us’. Splendid!”

      “I think she meant her new husband, Mr. Gordon.”

      “I knew that.”

      “Of course, you did,” Marianne agreed smoothly.

      “Your husband’s family manages several investment banks and word has reached the government that some are funding loans with little money to back them. Since Jericho is familiar with that field, I am asking you both to investigate a firm that I believe has overextended itself for ill gains. If this is the case, it will be detrimental to the banking system and impact the continental U.S. in ways we have yet to imagine. There would be chaos in the streets if suddenly our money was worthless.”

      “You don’t want us to go after the James-Younger gang?”

      “No,” Archibald said flatly, crossing his fingers over his chest. “So, how did Jesse James derail the train? Dynamite? Coins on the tracks? Remove the tracks altogether? You see, Mrs. Buchannan – I am quite certain that while you noticed the fine details, it would not have gone unnoticed eventually. What I am more impressed with is the fact that you have such gumption, drive, and ambition to hightail it across country to uphold the law. You did as you were asked in marrying Jericho, even though you two were betrothed… and you’ll do as I’ve asked again. Forget James– that bit is handled. Your only focus will be on Smithfield Bank and Trust in St. Louis. I need your eyes and ears there- posthaste.”

      Clementine felt as if she was being chastised, praised, and berated all at once. Jericho must have noticed it as well because he gently lay his hand on her shoulder in silent support and interrupted Mr. Gordon.

      “My wife is all that and more. We’ve a job to do and we will do so without the lecture, sir. We just need to know how you want us to proceed.”

      Archibald Gordon got to his feet slowly, his eyes glued on Jericho. As he stood, he glanced stonily at the couple for a split moment before laughing merrily.

      “I like you two! Gumption, I do say! My boy, you’ll stare down anyone- won’t you?” he cried, extending his own hand towards Jericho and then Clementine. He shook theirs vigorously and cried out happily.

      “Welcome to the Pinkertons, Mrs. Buchannan!”
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      Smithfield Bank and Trust looked to be quite the establishment upon first glance as they arrived in St. Louis. Jericho arranged for them to stay in a hotel across the street from their headquarters. Clementine was a little surprised that Jericho arranged for them to have separate bedrooms once again. She remembered that conversation with a pang in her chest.

      “I’m blessed to have you as my bride,” he’d told her gruffly, looking away and tugging at his collar nervously. “I won’t have you running off right away.”

      It had struck her as odd, but Marianne’s words had set a chill in her soul. She thought Jericho loved her, but perhaps it was all an act to keep her docile until their mission was over. Would he ask for an annulment then? How on earth would she ever explain to her parents that she wasn’t good enough?

      She’d happily accepted the room – and the affection he gave from a distance. He smiled at her, treated her politely, and would occasionally steal a little kiss… but that was it. Clementine knew there was more to the marriage bed but didn’t dare intercede for fear of rejection. She would just try to be the best wife and partner a man could ever wish for!

      Checking into their rooms, she found herself admiring Jericho’s physique as he carried up her bag. It was a relief to have her clothing and toiletries once again. Her bag had finally made it to Denver and was among a stack of cases in the ticket office due to the circumstances. She and her new husband had left for St. Louis immediately.

      That had been a week ago.

      The past several nights, she’d lain there in her bed listening to the noise on the streets and was quite alarmed to hear her husband’s door open, then close, late in the evening. He’d told her that he was going to see what word he could gather on the street. Obviously it meant he was going to cavort around among the slew of bars on the southern side of town. It made for a long, sleepless night when she was filled with doubt, worry, and a tinge of envy… she wanted to be the focus of his world, and was getting the impression she was going to be set aside.

      Another week passed and things were proceeding about the same. Each morning, they would head out in town, mingling along the streets and saying hello. Occasionally her husband would strike up a conversation. He was playing his part to perfection – for every farce had an element of truth to it in order to make it believable! He was Jericho Buchannan, heir to Buchannan Steele, and word was spreading that he was looking to relocate or branch out on his own. Starting up another plant meant construction and heavy funding – something that brought out the lenders in droves.

      They were having dinner in a nearby restaurant when a strange man suddenly walked up to their table. He was quite tall, very charismatic, and greeted them both warmly.

      “Jericho Buchannan is it?” he said, with a wide smile. “My name is John Kilgore. I own this branch of the Smithfield Bank. My beautiful wife is just over yonder at that table, won’t you join us?”

      “Sweetheart?” Jericho said politely, turning to Clementine with a pointed look and a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. He was putting on an act for the man and silently encouraging her to participate.

      “Of course! I should love to meet your wife, Mr. Kilgore. I am just getting my bearings here in St. Louis and would adore having a friend here in town,” Clementine replied demurely, dropping her eyes and placing her hands in her lap so they didn’t tremble. This was the man that they’d been sent to investigate.

      From what Archibald Gordon had told them, John Kilgore was funding and approving loans – even though the paper it was printed on was worthless. If the creditors came to collect suddenly, the bank would not be able to pay – yet, on paper, it showed he could. Something wasn’t adding up! On top of it all, there were rumors that the people who had confronted him had gone missing.

      John Kilgore could be a dangerous man. His wife looked absolutely clueless sitting there at the booth waiting for him. She was staring absently at the wallpaper near her head. When Clementine took her seat and murmured hello to the woman, she could barely understand her. Her words slurred heavily, yet she looked incredibly excited.

      “Sarah dear, this is Jericho Buchannan and his wife… ah, e-gads. I apologize, I didn’t collect your name,” John said sheepishly. It was obvious he was lying and only cared if her husband was there. Jericho’s face did not look pleased at the obvious slight to her.

      “My lovely bride’s name is Clementine.”

      “Nementine,” Sarah repeated, drawling out the word. Clementine tried not to stare as her eyes struggled to focus. The pupils in her bright green eyes were extremely tiny, making them look almost abnormally bright with color. She felt Jericho’s foot gently nudge hers.

      “It’s lovely to meet you Sarah,” Clementine said politely and noticed the server came over immediately. She immediately noticed it was like she and Sarah weren’t even there at the table. Jericho and John were talking amongst themselves, ordering drinks, and having a good time. It was like two friends had been reacquainted… and she had been sloughed off to the side like nothing.

      “Tell me about yourself, Sarah. How long have you and John been in St. Louis? Do you have any children? Any hobbies?” she asked the dazed woman brightly, trying to make the best of her obvious abandonment. Jericho’s laughter rang out at that moment, making her stomach clench with longing. She wanted to make him smile.

      “Hmmm?” Sarah muttered absently. “Isnnat preddy ina here? Johnny likes dis place.”

      “It smells delicious and I am quite famished. What do you like to have?”

      “Cheeeeecsh,” Sarah drawled, waving her finger in the air absently like she was trying to draw a picture on a blank canvas. The woman had not a care in the world and it didn’t seem to bother her a bit that people were starting to look.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Sheeeeesh lorin anew?”

      Clementine stared at her blankly as Sarah delicately patted the side of her mouth where she was drooling. What in the world was wrong with her?

      “Sarah, that’s enough,” John said forcibly, bringing Sarah to an abrupt halt. The woman’s lip trembled lightly and for a moment, Clementine was afraid Sarah would burst out in tears. The server returned to the table with a bottle of whiskey for the men. John arrogantly ordered a large steak for himself and a slice of Quiche Lorraine for Sarah. To her surprise, Jericho quickly ordered the same for her as well. Clementine didn’t even know if she liked quiche!

      Was that what Sarah had muttered earlier? Cheeesh- was quiche?

      Feeling guilty, she wondered if Sarah simply had a speech impediment that made her words slur. She was certainly beautiful to look at. Her face was surrounded by ringlets that escaped her stylish chapeau. Her pale cheeks reminded Clementine of a porcelain doll… just as hollow upstairs too, she thought instantly and pretended to choke in order to smother a horrid giggle that escaped her. She’d have to say an extra prayer for that malicious thought and perhaps she’d throw in another simply for Sarah’s sake.

      Time seemed to drag by for Clementine. She listened and watched the two men interact with each other. They were quite chummy, making her envious. Sarah was half asleep against the wall where her chair sat. It was disgraceful at how oblivious she was – and how the staff there at the restaurant ignored it. It was obvious whatever state she was in currently, this was not abnormal in the slightest!

      When the food arrived, Clementine’s dish tasted like sawdust. She only attempted to eat half of it, once Sarah started trying to eat her own meal. It was downright nauseating to watch her mangle her dinner. Bits of food kept falling out of her mouth, causing her to chuckle, spraying a bit more of the egg dish onto the table in front of her.

      Time dragged by as others around her ate their meals. She could smell the steak and her mouth watered thinking about it. It bothered her that Jericho ordered for her like John had. Did he think she was just as helpless as Sarah? Just when Clementine didn’t think she could bear it any longer, she heard the words she’d been waiting for.

      “I will be getting my little bride back to our room so she can rest. It’s been a long day and she looks exhausted.”

      “Do swing by my office tomorrow, Jerry,” John said with familiarity. Clementine swallowed hard. She missed the wonder and anticipation of her own Jerry. She wanted Jericho to look at her like ‘Jerry’ had on the train, teasing her with dreams of those breathless kisses and his tender eyes.

      “I’d be glad to, John. ‘Til then- I’ll see you soon.”
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        * * *

      

      “What is wrong with Sarah?” Clementine whispered in a hushed voice the moment they were outside. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to rescue her or shake her awake. Jericho’s hand took hold of her elbow, pinching it.

      “Not now,” he said tightly, smiling and nodding to other men walking past. “We’ll talk in the hotel room. There are too many people around us.”

      “Release me,” she whispered and was glad he dropped his hand quickly. They walked silently back to the hotel. Clementine assumed that they would part ways: her disappearing for the evening in her own room and Jericho off into the night- only reappearing much later in the evening. She opened her door, only to have Jericho follow her inside. The small room suddenly felt infinitely tinier as his large frame made her keenly aware of her femininity.

      “You hurt my arm.”

      “I don’t know who all is on John’s payroll. He could have ears everywhere and I won’t take a chance with your safety. People have disappeared, Clementine. I need you here with me.”

      “As your partner.”

      “Of course, as my partner,” he repeated, baffled. “Do you not want to be here?”

      “Yes, but…”

      “Then help me. Befriend Sarah and see what you can find out without getting caught. Talk to her, see if she lets anything slip that could be of use.”

      “How do I know something is useful if you haven’t shared anything with me the past few weeks you’ve been cavorting about town at all hours.”

      “I’ve been trying to make acquaintances in the financial community to find out what games John’s been playing.”

      “I’m sure you’ve been out participating in other types of evening sports too,” she muttered hotly.

      “What are you implying?”

      “I’ve heard your door open and close late at night. I know you are gone for hours after you hustle me into my room safely.”

      “Sweetheart, are you jealous?”

      “Of course not! -And don’t call me those pet names. Save them for your nightly acquaintances,” she snapped, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “Clementine, I would never sully your name or jeopardize our mission.”

      “It’s technically your name too – and you are right. It’s our mission and for your information: I hate quiche.”

      “I’m sorry. I had to play into his role and the men around John are typically arrogant, yet cave to his every whim. So, I wanted John to feel like I was trying to be like him. To answer your earlier question about Sarah – I think she’s addicted to something. I don’t know if its poppy, laudanum, or something stronger .”

      “Thank you for explaining to me. If you’d have included me, then I at least know what is going on and don’t feel like I’m floundering about.”

      “I’m working on trying to get us invited to an exclusive gathering John and Sarah are throwing Saturday. Its short notice, but the crème de la crème of society is supposed to be there. From what I’ve found out from a few men who were deep in their cups… John pays off creditors so they forget about the past-due funds. He’s in deep trouble and a man like that can be extremely dangerous.”

      “You keep saying that.”

      “It’s because I mean it.”

      “A gathering, hmm?”

      “Yes. There’s supposed to be dinner and dancing. Does my little bride like to dance?” he asked softly, making her heart thump wildly in her chest. His hand reached out to tuck a curl behind her ear and she felt him caress her cheek. Her eyes closed in response as she leaned into his hand.

      “I think I’d like to waltz with my favorite sweet petunia,” she heard him chuckle. Her eyes snapped open and she swatted his hand away from her face immediately.

      “Where do you come up with these ridiculous names anyway?”

      His laughter filled the room as he wiped the mirth from his eyes. She loved his smile, but not at her expense. Stomping her foot angrily, she practically snarled at him.

      “I’m going to need a dress for the event and you need to go away. I’m tired.”

      “Anything for you, my little prickly pear.”

      “GET OUT!” she snapped, hearing him roar with amusement.
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      At Jericho’s suggestion, Clementine found herself standing in front of a large house located near the center of town. He’d given her carte-blanche to find something nice to wear to the dance. He’d also suggested that she use it as an opportunity to befriend Sarah Kilgore or look around for information. The idea of chatting with Sarah again did not sit well with her, but she recognized the reasoning behind his request too. Jericho was meeting John today at the bank to discuss financial prospects for opening a prospective facility here in town and the funding it would need. Everything was a setup – it was a dangerous game they were playing and both knew it.

      The Kilgore’s home was simply breathtaking and while her own home in Chicago had been grand, this was over the top! Great columns lined the front with an abundance of wrought iron balconies. A line of hedges, neatly trimmed, invited you silently towards the elegant front doors. Several wicker rocking chairs lined the verandah. A cobblestone drive ran along one side of the home, circled around the building and exited on the other side. She could only imagine that the carriage house wasn’t far away and somehow connected to the pathway.

      Knocking softly on the door, Clementine hesitated and almost turned away when she heard the latch move to open the doorway. Something about the woman didn’t set well with her, and combined with the clear signs of an addiction, it made her very uncomfortable.

      “May I help you ma’am?”

      “Yes. Yes,” she nodded quickly at the valet who opened the door. His flat, somber expression told her he was beyond feeling or caring- he was there to simply do a job. Her own parents had hired help but they were almost always smiling or laughing and they considered them part of their family.

      “I’m here to see Sarah Kilgore. She’s not expecting me.”

      “I should say not,” he said coldly. “Wait here.”

      Clementine stood there awkwardly for several minutes and wished she’d worn a larger hat, not because she was in the sun – because several people in carriages were staring at her strangely. After several more moments she started to get concerned that he would not return. She could hear noises coming from inside the home where the upper floor windows were open to allow air to flow through the house in order to keep it cool. Just then, the door opened again- only to see the valet once again.

      “This way.”

      Stepping into the house, she realized the exterior was just as beautiful as the interior of the home… except it was dim inside. The bottom floor windows were not only shut, but the curtains remained closed, allowing little light into the home. Her boot heels made soft clacking sounds on the flooring as she followed his back down a hallway. A door to the left was slightly ajar and he pushed it slightly open before stepping back.

      “Mrs. Kilgore is resting inside.”

      “Thank you.”

      Stepping into what looked to be an office or library, she didn’t know what stunned her more. The way Sarah Kilgore’s limp form lay draped across a chaise almost completely asleep, or the absolute mess the room was. There was a faint, sickly sweet smell that hung on the air and tickled her nose. A crack in the curtains shed a beam of light down onto the floor, illuminating the room slightly.

      “Sarah? It’s Clementine. Shall I come back? I didn’t mean to bother you.”

      “Shis no bodder,” Sarah drawled, struggling to sit up. It looked like she’d been sleeping in her dress for quite a while. The skirt and puffed sleeve of her gown was quite wrinkled and her hair was askew. Seeing Sarah repeatedly try to keep herself upright was heartbreaking. The woman was extremely pretty but whatever libation she was indulging in, it was tearing her apart.

      “Sarah, let me help you get comfortable,” Clementine offered gently and moved to the woman’s side. Setting her up against the back of the chaise, she stuffed several bolsters around Sarah’s body as if to form arms on the wingless chair.

      “How are you feeling today? Have you a headache?”

      “Mmphfine,” Sarah mumbled, closing her eyes. Her head lolled back against the chaise. Clementine felt both relief and sorry – she was glad her airway was obviously unobstructed as her mouth gaped open, but appalled that this young woman was in such a state.

      “I see you need to rest,” Clementine admitted, trying to keep the reproach from her voice. She was not her mother, nor her God. It was not the life she’d lead but it was obviously a poor choice that Sarah had made long ago dragging her through hell and back. How long had she been here like this?

      “Let me help you get comfortable and we can chat later. Maybe we could meet for tea or something?”

      “Mide like dat,” slipped out of Sarah’s mouth, barely intelligible. It seemed like whatever she’d ingested was getting stronger and stronger. A snore escaped her seconds later, indicating that she was now sound asleep and Clementine was left to her own devices.

      A pang of pity stabbed at Clementine’s stomach as she looked at the woman. Modern clothing was so difficult to get in and out of with some of the restraints and ties. It looked like Sarah had simply collapsed at one point. Her buttoned boots were still on her feet.

      She knew her own pinched after a while and immediately sat down to unbutton the boots. It felt so uncomfortable to be doing something so personal but if Sarah was in a corset, removing her boots on her own would not be feasible due to the whalebone or steel ribbing. She herself had to put her boots on before she donned her corset as she was dressing. Once the boots were unbuttoned, she stood up feeling like she’d done something nice other than just abandoning the drugged woman in the darkened room.

      Getting to her feet, Sarah looked around the room again now that her eyes were adjusting to the dim light. She could see that the beautiful wooden shelves that lined the walls were full of books, every shape and size. There was one shelf specifically that held a crystal decanter and glasses on it, functioning as a serving bar. A cluttered desk was on the far end, furthest from the window. She’d originally had thought it was the outline of a couch in the darkness.

      Tiptoeing over, she looked back at Sarah and heard several soft snores indicating that she was sound asleep. The sound of her breathing combined with her heartbeat drumming in the silence of the house was terrifying. She was snooping where she shouldn’t be!

      Carefully looking at the papers on the desk, she had to squint and strain to read what was on them. She didn’t dare crack open the curtain any farther because she didn’t want to wake Sarah up. Seeing numbers on one of the ledgers, she realized it was a banker’s log book. Looking at their home, they were obviously filthy rich and the pages before her verified it. Picking up the ledger, she examined the one underneath and gaped.

      It was another almost identical to the first ledger. The dates were the same, but the numbers in the column were significantly different. Comparing the two, she realized that one was their actual holdings and the other was for show. They were penniless and living on creditors! If they kept their own personal finances like this- was this what the bank was doing? Funny math, compliments of John Kilgore? Did Sarah know what her husband was doing to them?

      Clementine backed away from the booklets and stared horrified at the woman with a new found understanding. Maybe this was why she was so inebriated all the time? Sarah knew about all of this and it was completely out of her control. Biting her nails, she realized she needed to get proof to Jericho right away.

      Her husband and partner was right- this was beyond dangerous. If their finances were this bad off- people would lie, cheat, and steal to make sure their lifestyle didn’t fall apart around them. Money made people do horrifying things… including betrothing their child off to a stranger, or so she’d once thought, before meeting Jericho.

      Swallowing hard, Clementine stared into the dim room to look at Sarah. She would get Sarah help and free Sarah from her lying, wretched husband. Carefully, she slowly thumbed back several pages and tugged a sheet from each ledger. She wanted to take the active one, but she didn’t want John to know it. If he knew she had evidence, there was no telling what he would do!

      Staring at the two trembling sheets in her hands, she squinted to focus on the first lines to make sure they matched each other. Once verified, she lay the papers on top of each other and folded them several times. Mortified, she turned away from the sleeping woman and tucked the square of paper down inside of her bodice modestly. She felt like she was wearing an insignia of guilt emblazoned on her chest, even though she knew it was invisible underneath the layers of clothing.

      Backing away from the desk, Clementine wished her own shoes were unbuttoned so she could take them off. Every click of her heels sounded like a gun being fired in her mind. Taking a deep breath, she ducked back into the hallway and started down towards the door.

      “Is your visit over so soon?”

      Clementine jumped, a nervous yelp escaping her as she saw the valet standing on the massive stairs just above where she was. Everything about this house, this situation, this experience was setting her nerves on edge and she just wanted to escape.

      “Yes, Mrs. Kilgore is sleeping and I should have made her aware I was coming by first. Will you please let her know I saw myself out and will call again next week?”

      “Of course.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Did you wish to wait for Mr. Kilgore to discuss anything? He should be returning shortly from the bank.”

      “No, why would I do that? He is currently with my husband discussing matters now, but thank you for inquiring,” Clementine said nervously, trying to keep her voice from trembling. There was no way he could know she had the pages, could he? It was just her and Sarah in the room. The door had been shut when she’d exited the office.

      “If that will be all then?”

      The haughty valet came down the remaining steps and opened the front door for Clementine. His demeanor bothered her to no end and made her feel like she had thief written across her forehead. Regally, she walked out the front door like she hadn’t a care in the world. Her feet carried her swiftly down the block before she crossed the street in order to escape in the crowds. She wanted to hide in her hotel room and lock the door for her safety. Jericho needed to return soon so they could talk about her discovery.
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        * * *

      

      It was three hours before Jericho returned to the hotel. She heard the door to his room close, causing the hollow thump to echo in her room like usual. Stepping out of her room, she immediately went next door to his and boldly rapped several times.

      She was in a hurry and frightened, wanting to unburden herself with the news. The door opened and she saw that he had just removed his necktie from his shirt. Looking away, she darted under his arm and ran inside heedless of what he thought or what anyone else imagined.

      “Sweetheart, what’s wrong?” he asked quickly. Clementine darted into his arms and hugged him tightly. She’d been a complete bundle of nerves and it was all simply too much. His arms wrapped around her and he held her for several minutes until she stopped shaking.

      “Are you hurt?”

      “No, I’m just anxious.”

      “I noticed,” he whispered against the top of her head as he held her. “I can feel you trembling. I’ve got you now and everything will be fine.”

      “I know.”

      “So, talk to me,” he encouraged. “What’s wrong?”

      Clementine stepped back and reached in the top of her gown for the paperwork she’d tucked away earlier. She’d been afraid to remove it because it might have gotten lost or misplaced. It had lay against her skin for hours, a reminder of the dangers a life like this could have. Jericho’s eyebrow shot up quizzically as the corner of his lip curled in sheer delight.

      “Get that thought out of your head,” she whispered automatically and did an about face quickly. Pulling the papers from her bodice, she turned around and held them out. His smile was unnerving and she knew she was blushing down to the tip of her toes. She wanted to be his wife in all things- but discussing, seeing, or enticing matters was a whole ‘nother issue altogether!

      “My apologies, dumplin’. I thought for sure we were going to…”

      “No. You are keeping me from thinking straight.”

      “Because you want me to kiss you?”

      “What?” she squawked nervously and held out the paperwork to him. His eyebrows pinched together as he took the sheets of paper from her.

      “What’s this?”

      “What I snuck out of the Kilgore’s house today.”

      “You did what?” he shouted in surprise and quickly lowered his voice. His eyes shot up to hers as he moved to lock the hotel room door. He quickly jammed a chair underneath the door handle. “How did you get this out? Did anyone see you? Were you followed?”

      “Jericho, I got there and Sarah was in worse condition than the other night. She was so out of her wits that she fell asleep right away. I was alone in the office and decided to peek around.”

      “I won’t have you putting yourself in danger.”

      “You don’t have much of a choice if we are to solve this case,” she snapped angrily. “If you can go gallivanting all over town searching for clues, then I can do the same Agent Buchannan!”

      “You’re right. You did wonderful, Clementine.”

      His soft words barely registered in her mind. She stood there looking at him as he stared at the papers, reading them. She felt like she’d accomplished something special and he was proud of her. She’d instantly thought he was going to take that moment away from her again, yet he’d stepped up and acknowledged her successes once again- taking the wind from her sails and creating a blossoming feeling in her heart.

      This man was incredible- and he was her husband. Every time she needed Jericho, he was there. Each time she’d assumed the worst, he surprised her. Stepping over to him, she peered over his arm and pointed at the delicate paperwork.

      “If you look at the columns, they are overinflating things to make it look like they are making money. There was a second ledger right beside it that I believe to be the actual funds. The page John Kilgore was on- it was in the negative thousands of dollars.”

      “No one saw you?”

      “I only saw two people the entire time I was there: Sarah, who fell asleep and the valet. He was very professional about my arrival and departure, very uncaring about the comings and goings. He wasn’t surprised she had a visitor and looked like he was used to people coming to the door. Is this enough for us to head back to Denver?”

      “I believe so, but I don’t want to ask via telegraph. I’ll send a letter and address it to Marianne so no one suspects a thing.”

      “You are quite clever.”

      “And I think you are incredible,” he admitted, looking down at her where she stood nearby. Clementine felt the magnetic pull between them and leaned up on her tiptoes to meet his kiss. She knew in her heart that Jericho would remove some of the fear she’d had. He was her strength, her support. It was getting easier and easier to want more from him as her husband. As her hand reached up to curl around his neck, he pulled back and stepped away.

      “Did you get a ball gown?” he asked huskily, rubbing his neck where her hand had touched his skin. Was he trying to wipe away her touch? His eyes stared at everywhere but her, avoiding her confused gaze.

      “Not yet.”

      “We’ll get you one tomorrow. I’ll take you and bring you back here. I think for safety’s sake we should remain here as much as possible. Maybe we could feign an illness or something? It would keep others away from the rooms.”

      “I don’t think I will have to feign, Jericho – I’m feeling quite beside myself as it is,” she whispered. “Let me out of here so I can go lie down.”
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      Clementine kept to herself as much as possible the next few days. Her heart felt heavy and her soul was filled with dread. Jericho had given her the precious evidence back to keep with her and claimed it was a sign of trust between them. She both hated and loved that he trusted her that much. She wanted to shove it back into his hands, telling him to be responsible for it. She didn’t want it lain at her feet if something happened.

      Tonight, was the event that John Kilgore was holding. He called it a benefit and the term were almost comedic- if it wasn’t so blatantly true. The only one who would benefit tonight from any funds or monies exchanged- would be himself.  Jericho had mentioned dinner and dancing, but from what she could see inside of the building- John Kilgore made sure to spare no expense. He threw around money to prove that he could… raking in the unknowing participants’ wallets and purses.

      Her gown was a simple one on such short notice. A young lady had not picked it up. The dressmaker said that the woman had insisted they change the color of the gown before purchasing, so her cast-aside garment was actually a treasure waiting for Clementine! The pale shade of green complimented her skin tone and hair perfectly. The material had a sheen to it that made it nearly glow in the light. It had a sweetheart neckline that buttoned down to the skirt. Yards and yards of material formed a pleated bustle that would be the envy of any woman there. There was no adornment- no tassels and no beadwork- but it wasn’t necessary for it to stand out.

      Donning the gown, she’d met Jericho on the landing of the hotel. His throat worked several times as he stood there dumbstruck. It made her feel good to know that he was struck by her beauty. He said sweet words all the time, but his actions made her seriously doubt the sincerity sometimes. If he was giving her space, it was a bit much.

      They rode in a carriage to the hall in order to protect her gown from getting filthy. She was grateful for the courtesy because it would protect her toes too, giving her a bit more time to enjoy dancing this evening.

      Clementine couldn’t help but stare at Jericho’s profile as he looked out the window. His firm jaw was accentuated by the stark contrast of his dark jacket and necktie. His blonde hair was slicked back like he’d just gotten out of the bath. There was something about the way his expressive face could be so somber one moment and flirtatious the next.

      As they pulled in front of the hall, Jericho hopped down easily from the carriage and held out his hand to help her. The skirt was so snug, it was hard to step down gracefully. She let out an ‘oof’ of surprise as he picked her up around the waist like she was nothing and set her down in front of him.

      “My angel,” he murmured softly, staring at her regardless of the people walking nearby to enter the hall. Clementine glanced sideways at him, unsure how to react. Part of her wanted to run into his arms and kiss him senseless- the other part wanted to remind him of the dangers being in town brought. At her hesitation, she assumed he remembered the latter.

      “Let’s get off the street and head inside.” Jericho held out his arm towards her politely and bowed slightly. Clementine laid her gloved hand on top of his, ignoring the goosebumps that touching him gave her.

      “Excellent idea.”

      Stepping through the doorway, they were bombarded with a series of things that assaulted the senses. The smell of perfume and alcohol drifted on the breeze. It was early and people were already being plied with libations to loosen their pocketbooks. The sounds of a band playing was nearly deafening as a loud, plucky, quadrille of old was played. She felt the music seep into her soul and felt herself hopping along as she stepped with Jericho.

      “So, my little bride does like to dance?” he grinned tenderly, looking at her. “I’d be happy to indulge you and then take you for a refreshment, if you’ll allow me the pleasure of being your partner.”

      “You already are my partner,” she reminded him pertly as his hand crept around her waist.

      “Clementine,” he said with an exaggerated sigh. “You wound me, love. I suppose we’ll have this conversation another time.”

      He snatched her free hand and swung her into the throng of dancers with grace before she realized it. Laughing aloud, she moved lively to keep from tripping and fell into step with him. He was a beautiful dancer and she felt like the world was falling away from the two of them.

      As he spun her around, she saw a lock of his hair fall onto his forehead reminding her of the playful way he acted when they were alone. It would be so easy to love this man if he could settle down and be sincere about things. As it stood, she felt that he cared but was fickle. One moment he claimed to care for her and the next, he would give her the brush off. Was love something he could turn off and on like it was nothing?

      “May I have this dance?”

      John Kilgore stood there beside them and they’d not even realized that he’d walked up to them. Clementine had been so focused on thinking of Jericho that she’d been caught completely unawares.

      “Oh Mr. Kilgore! What a pleasure,” she said smoothly, putting her back to Jericho and pushing him behind her protectively. He may not care for her but it would break her heart if something happened to him. “Is your wife attending tonight?”

      “Yes, Sarah is off having a glass of brandy with the girls.”

      “I hope she is having a wonderful time?”

      “She doesn’t care for these events. Sarah doesn’t like to dance as much as you seem to,” John said smoothly, looking at Clementine and then to Jericho. “Would you mind if I had the next dance, Jerry? If not, I guess I’ll forgo the festivities since Sarah won’t dance.”

      “Certainly. I promised my wife a bit of punch,” he said with a feigned politeness. Leaning down to her, Jericho kissed her cheek and whispered in her ear.

      “I’ll be right back- I promise.”

      She nodded and accepted John Kilgore as her dance partner for the next song. She felt slightly ill as she realized it was a waltz. The slow, haunting melodies made her yearn for Jericho’s arms to be around her on the dance floor.

      “I understand you visited my home and Sarah was a poor hostess?”

      “Excuse me?” Clementine said baffled at how bluntly the conversation turned. She felt his grip tighten perceptibly as he led her deeper into the dancers.

      “So how do two Pinkerton agents come to be in my town and in my very domain?”

      “Pinkerton? I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” she stammered, feeling her heart beat nervously as it danced in her chest. He knew! She needed to get to Jericho and away from this man!

      “You think I must be a fool, don’t you? That I don’t have any connections? I’m like a spider, sweet Clementine,” he said quietly, his eyes locked with hers. “I have a web you’ll never comprehend and all I have to do is pluck one strand to find out the information I need.”

      Clementine froze and couldn’t breathe.

      “I know you both are agents and here for me. I also know that you two were betrothed for years on end. I want those pages you ripped from the ledger back.”

      “I don’t have them.”

      “Does Jericho? Don’t think I won’t put a bullet between his blue eyes. I’ll make you a widow so fast it will make your head spin faster than these dancers around us. Do you understand me?”

      She couldn’t speak. Clementine only nodded once he squeezed her hand painfully to get an answer. What was she going to do?

      “Who has the pages, Clementine?”

      “They aren’t here.”

      “Where are they?”

      “We hid them in our hotel rooms.”

      “I don’t think so, because I’ve already had your rooms checked. No,” he said maliciously. “They are either on your person or with your husband. Now, which one of you is it? Or shall I just guess which one gets shot first?”

      “I have them,” she whispered fearfully. “Just leave him alone.”

      “We are leaving right now and you’ll give me those pages. If you play nice, then I’ll leave you on the edge of town to walk back. That will give Sarah and I time to get away.”

      “Jericho stays here?”

      “Yes, unless you’ve lied to me?”

      “No. I haven’t.”

      “Then you’ve nothing to worry about for very long. The pages, and then you’ll be free of me. Now, shall we go?”

      Clementine nodded jerkily and allowed herself to be led down a hallway nearby. They walked through several doors and exited the building. He must have known for some time because a horse stood nearby waiting for them.  John mounted the horse and pulled Clementine up in front of him, making her skin crawl in disgust as he leaned in towards her to gather up the reins.

      “It won’t be long, my dear, and this will all be over with.”
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        * * *

      

      Jericho scanned the dancers again looking for Clementine’s brilliant red hair or the soft hues of her gown. He saw several couples, but none were his woman. His eyes met Sarah Kilgore’s across the room and he felt a sink in his chest. She held up a glass of claret in a mock-toast to him, her eyes clear and sharp… not drugged or sedated. He set the cups of punch down on the table and strode across the dance floor towards her.

      “Where is she?”

      “I’m right here and I hate dancing, Jericho,” Sarah said smoothly, taking another sip of the red alcohol. Her eyes were taunting him silently, goading him into getting angry.

      “Where is my wife?”

      “With my husband,” she retorted. “The town shall talk about our spouses leaving the party alone. Do you feel jilted yet? I certainly do.”

      “She wouldn’t do that.”

      “Oh, and John would? You know, you can’t steal from us and get away with it. She betrayed us in our own home. The nerve of it! My husband’s gone to make right what your treacherous wife did to me- to us.”

      “You aren’t drugged,” he hissed flatly. “Was it all an act?”

      “Oh possibly,” Sarah claimed in an airy sing-song voice that chilled his blood. “But it suits me better to have people think I’m not a threat or a simpleton. They look me over like I’m nothing, allowing people to talk in front of me.”

      “I won’t have John hurting my wife. She’s my everything,” Jericho breathed in disbelief and shock at the difference in the woman before him. Her eyes grew hard as ice and her lips disappeared in a hostile snarl directed at him.

      “And I won’t have you destroy what little I have.”

      “You are under arrest,” Jericho announced, feeling sick to his stomach, and said a prayer that Clementine could hang on until he got to her.

      “If you don’t find your wife, the arrest will never hold up. They will release us with nothing to support the arrest. Now, the clock is ticking away, agent, and she’s got your evidence you’ll need against us- doesn’t she?”

      Jericho saw the coldness in her eyes and knew they were nothing to her- a gnat to be dealt with. He realized that not only John was a threat, but Sarah was too. She was just as cold-blooded as her husband… potentially more so! He had to get that evidence and get Clementine to safety before returning to arrest them both. Archie would just have to understand his decision- if he ever found out! Running out of the event, Jericho saw several men nearby.

      “You! Have you seen John Kilgore come this way with a woman?”

      They all looked at each other and a few snickered. Each one denied it and Jericho knew they were lying. He’d deal with them too when he returned. Clementine would always come first to him. Seeing a dark figure across the way, he headed across the street to the town drunk.

      “Have you seen Kilgore tonight, Bertie? You’ve been paid well to stay sober for a bit and keep an eye out for me. Now it’s time to earn your money.”

      “He went that way, towards the river. Gimme my money.”

      Reaching into his pocket, Jericho threw down the bills and took the horse closest to the man. The money he gave him would be enough to keep him drunk and fed for weeks on end- and pay for the horse he stole- in exchange for the precious tip that could save Clementine’s life and their mission.
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        * * *

      

      Jericho rode out west towards the river. John was alone with a single woman on horseback, or so he hoped. He knew then that his Clementine was in real danger. In the file he’d built on John Kilgore, he’d discovered that out of the seven dead men that had been reported over the last six months- five were drowned and two were missing. Jericho knew exactly how John planned to get rid of Clementine: he was going to throw her in the river and let the accident be discovered later on, leaving him presumed innocent.

      The Mississippi River was turbulent this time of the year. Torrential, heavy rains farther north had caused flooding along the tributaries that fed into the large river. It wasn’t unusual to have the banks crest or come close when they’d had as much weather as of late. He rode like the hounds of hell were on his heels and prayed that he got to his wife in time.
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      Jericho crested a small ridge that formed a levee along the river. As he did, he saw Clementine’s bright hair in the moonlight. Immediately he screamed out her name in response to the sight he saw. John Kilgore had her off the horse and was pushing her towards the water’s edge.

      

      “Where are they?” John said angrily, shoving at her shoulders with both of his hands. Clementine managed to keep herself steady on her feet but hearing Jericho’s beloved voice shout her name, she lost all control.

      “Jerry! Here! I’m here, Jericho!”

      Clementine felt a burst of pain as John’s hand slapped her across the face. Stunned, she met his eyes and felt real fear seep into her soul. She’d been scared before but now she knew she was facing death at the hands of John.

      “I’m going to ask you one last time- where are the pages you ripped from my ledger? Are they with him or on you?”

      “They are on me,” she whispered truthfully. She was terrified for herself and Jericho. She knew she couldn’t live with being the cause of his death and on the ride over, John had told her of different ways he’d killed people that crossed him- each story was more bone chilling than the last.

      “Then you’ll save me some time,” John said with an eerie calm. “You’ll die with them.” He began shoving her in earnest towards the raging waters behind her.

      Clementine tried slapping away his hands, screaming for help, and digging her boots into the muddy banks to stop her decent into the floodwaters. She saw Jericho jump off his horse and duck down behind fallen logs. He was trying to get close but watching the area around them too. If he was looking that meant someone else followed him. She was afraid Jericho would be shot by someone unseen hiding in the bushes before he could help her. Just then, Clementine lost her footing and fell hard into the mud.

      

      Jericho lost his mind with fear for his wife. He ran out from his hiding spot towards the duo regardless of whether or not someone was staged in the bushes waiting to protect John. He grabbed John bodily by the nape of his jacket and waist band of his pants, pulling him away from Clementine.  Slipping, Jericho went down on his side in the mud and watched helplessly as John began to shove Clementine forcefully towards the river.

      

      Clementine felt the air whoosh from her lungs at the impact to her midsection. John was rearing back and shoving her towards the swirling waters of the river. She could feel the cold temperatures and the sucking sensation as it pulled at her skirts. She dug her fingers into the mud helplessly to keep from being swept away by the current.

      “Jericho!” she screamed, terrified and losing her grip. Her body was still being sucked by the weight of her skirts into the water and her fingers were leaving dark trails in the mud as they pulled the earth back with her, carving it, in sheer desperation.

      Her husband rolled over in the mud towards the water and grabbed her slippery hands. He gave a mighty yank, pulling repeatedly at her waterlogged dress. John Kilgore began to kick at Jericho angrily, making contact with his midsection, back, and legs. The entire time he was screaming curses down upon the couple that were clinging to each other desperately.

      “No… one… betrays me! I… hate… the Pinkertons! No… one… touches my money! Do… you… hear… me?” Kilgore screamed at them; each word enunciated with a swift kick at them.

      Kilgore’s boots seemed to be concentrating his efforts on Jericho’s body as he tried to protect her. As Jericho pulled her free, she gasped as John gave a massive kick to Jericho’s head. Her husband fell into the mud and she was horrified to see Kilgore stomp down on his precious blond head.

      “NO!” Clementine screamed, her hand outstretched towards Jericho as she yanked her dress from the mud and moved towards him. She would protect him with every fiber of her being, she just had to get to him first.

      As John Kilgore reared back for another kick, she flung her muddy, wet body at her husband. Jericho was bleeding from his ear and trying to push Clementine away from him. Her husband was afraid for her- trying to protect her from the brunt of the attack! When the kick of John’s boot never hit, Clementine looked up and froze.

      John stood there with his gun aimed at them both. The pull of the trigger would end them both in this position. Clementine was draped over Jericho and hoped he couldn’t see the gun. Maybe he wouldn’t know what hit them if John pulled the trigger. A loud gunshot rang out and Clementine snapped her eyes shut, flinching and waiting for the sensation of pain to hit her.

      Cracking open an eye, she saw Sarah standing nearby with a smoking revolver.

      “Sarah, thank God it’s you,” Clementine began and Jericho stopped her.

      “They are in it together.”

      In disbelief, she stared as John Kilgore’s limp body dropped to the ground with a splat in the mud. Jericho sat up and weaved with dizziness, pulling Clementine into his arms. Her husband smoothed back her hair, ignoring the mud on them both. She could see the sadness and regret in his eyes.

      “I always said I’d protect you,” he whispered to her. “I am sorry that I’ve failed you.”

      “There’s nowhere I’d rather be,” Clementine answered truthfully.

      “Don’t look, my soul. Just look at me, baby.”

      Clementine knew then for certain that they were both about to get shot by the enraged woman. She didn’t understand why Sarah seemed so coherent right now when every time she’d seen her, she’d been slurring her words. Sarah was speaking perfectly clear right now as the hate poured from her mouth.

      “John’s had that coming for a long time,” Sarah raged mercilessly. “He’s always treated me like a leper since I like my laudanum so much. It gets rid of my headaches. He never called me ‘his everything’ or ‘his bride’ – I was the reason we had money. I came up with the idea to forge the ledgers but I’m tired of his messes. I’m tired of hurting here,” she pointed at her heart regretfully, staring at Jericho and Clementine.

      “And tired of hurting here,” Sarah said sadly, pointing at her head.

      Clementine would never understand what drove someone to make such poor decisions. The greed, the anger, the hatred. Flinching against Jericho, the horrific sound of gunfire echoed once again in the darkness. Clementine was grateful that she’d listened to her husband and looked away.
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      One month later…

      

      Clementine sat primly on the settee opposite of Marianne at the Pinkerton office there in Denver. The secretary was surprised to hear of a woman from Iowa that wanted to join the Pinkerton Agency – and that she knew of Clementine and Jericho.

      “Is her name Gillian?”

      “Yes, Gillian Jameson. How did you know?”

      “It’s a long story but yes, we met her briefly while we were awaiting word from Mr. Gordon.”

      “What did you think of her?”

      “Truthfully?”

      “I’d prefer that,” Marianne said with a smile and a twinkle in  her eyes.

      “She’s quite bold, yet tenderhearted. A sentimental bull-in-a-china-shop, if you will.”

      “That is quite the combination.”

      “She’s got quite a personality.”

      “Do you think she’d make a good agent?”

      Clementine sat there for a moment, reflecting on herself and her time in the field with Jericho. What she’d discovered was that you had to have communication, honesty, and trust with your partner. She didn’t believe Gillian would have a single qualm at telling her partner what she thought. She remembered her crying over her lost husband. She couldn’t imagine how strong a woman had to be to lose the man she loved and move on.

      “I think she would be an asset paired with the right partner. She needs a person that can temper her. She reminds me a bit of a storm, all bluster and ferociousness- but nurturing too. Gillian’s got a good heart and has been through a lot losing her husband. This might be really good for her.”

      “And if it’s the wrong decision for her?”

      “She will tell you in a heartbeat. I have no fear of that!”

      “When will your husband be arriving?”

      “He said that he was picking up something and would be here shortly.”

      The front door to the office opened up and Jericho stepped inside. Her heart surged happily seeing his smile and faded just as fast. Archibald Gordon entered the room as well and took a seat not far from where Marianne sat perched.

      Jericho stood there looking so very alone that it nearly broke her heart. Clementine patted the sofa beside her, indicating he should join her. He quickly walked over and took his seat, putting distance between them. Clementine couldn’t help the sad sigh that escaped her. No matter what she did or said, Jericho had yet to make her his wife in anything but name only. They’d been married over three months now and she wondered if they would ever be happy together.

      “Is something the matter, Clementine?” Archie said smoothly. “You should be happy that the government is stepping in to help the situation. It was worse than we’d feared and several railways are in jeopardy due to lack of funding by Kilgore Bank. You two should be proud things did not continue on in this fashion.”

      “We are.”

      “Then why so glum? You both look like you’ve eaten something disagreeable. Is your partnership so terrible that you cannot stand working together? The case is over,” Archie reminded them both.

      Clementine clenched her hands and stared down at the tips of her boots. She didn’t need a reminder, nor did she want another partner. She wanted her husband.

      “My wife can have the annulment if she wants it,” Jericho said softly beside her. His every word was a dagger to her heart. Her vision blurred as hot tears welled up and her chest burned with regret.

      “I should have never put you in danger and I can’t risk your safety again. I should have told Archie not to bring you on as an agent, my petunia… eh, I mean, Clementine.”

      “Isn’t that sweet, Mr. Gordon?” Marianne murmured softly, handing a handkerchief to Clementine. She dabbed her eyes quickly.

      “You had it right the first time,” Clementine told Jericho, finally looking at him. Her heart was breaking that he was simply going to let her go. Well, she wasn’t going to fade away without a fight.

      “I like the silly pet names you call me – all of them. Petunia, dumpling, sweetheart, angel… all of them. Are you so hard-headed that you don’t realize that I love you? You push me away and keep me at arm’s length all the time. I know you don’t want me as your partner…”

      “Stop right there,” Jericho bit out firmly and grabbed Clementine’s hand.

      Marianne elbowed Archie gently.

      “Help me prepare a tray, Archie,” Marianne asked Archie, getting to her feet quickly and leaving Jericho and Clementine alone in the room. Her husband’s blue eyes met her tearful ones.

      “I have never said that I didn’t want you as my partner or wife. I said that I worried for your safety because I love you too. It scared me to death to see the look in your eyes when I thought you were being pulled into the water. I couldn’t bear the idea of you being swept out of my life when I’d finally fallen in love with you.”

      “If you love me- then why don’t you say something or show me?”

      “I thought I was!”

      “No! You make me feel things that make my heart soar or call me silly names…”

      “I’ll stop.”

      “I like the silly names, Jericho, but you keep pushing me away. I want to be your wife. I want us to be a true couple. I want children and a home with you,” she gushed emphatically, pouring every bit of her soul in those words.

      “I want to be your everything – even the silly names you call me.”

      “All of them?” he whispered; a slight smile touched his lips. Jericho’s eyes were filled with love so pure it made her long to touch his face, but she was tempted to pinch her arm to see if this was a dream. Her hand trembled as she smoothed his brow. He took hold of her hand and pressed it to his cheek, closing his eyes in happiness.

      “I love calling you sweet things.”

      “I do too,” she murmured tenderly, feeling him kiss the palm of her hand.

      “Which one do you like the most- maybe I should stick with just one of them for the time being. I wouldn’t want you to get sick of it or me.”

      “Just one? Then how about the word that means the most to me: wife.”

      “That one is my favorite one of all.”
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      “So, Clementine Buchannan called Mrs. Jameson ‘a sentimental bull-in-a-china-shop, eh?’” Archie muttered, amused as he peeked out the door. He saw the couple embrace and then shut the kitchen door once again to give them privacy.

      “Yes.”

      “And she’s widowed?”

      Marianne nodded silently. He watched her move gracefully about the kitchen as she filled the teakettle with water. Archie was a soft-hearted matchmaker at heart. If anyone knew how to pair someone, it was him… but then again, his secretary had made several excellent matches herself between the agents. Maybe he should let her have a go at this newest recruit?

      “Who are you thinking of for Gillian when she arrives? She should be on the next train coming into town, so we haven’t much time.”

      “No. I know. The longer I wait, the worse things are getting,” he answered honestly, surprised that Marianne had read his mind.

      “Yes, Archie.”

      “Who do you suggest for Gillian? Someone obviously that can handle her.”

      “I think you should pair her with Cade Malone.” Archie started with surprise. Cade was a man on the edge. There was a wildness to him that both concerned him and made him an exceptional agent. He was as reckless as he was morose.

      “Really?”

      “Yes. Still waters run deep with that one and I think they will be able to create a bond between them. All it takes is a chance to find something in common between them and I think she can reach him where no one else has been able to.”

      “Gillian lost her husband and Cade’s wife died in childbirth. That will make them a good match? He’s turned away every partner so far, what makes this girl different? You see more than you are letting on, don’t you, Marianne.”

      “Precisely, Archie.”
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      Two wrongs don’t make a right – or do they?

                  Gillian Jameson had lost her world when her husband died. Alone, scared, and desperate for something to fill the emptiness in her soul- she turns to the Pinkerton Agency for help. What she never expected was to be married again, especially to a man like Cade Malone.

       

                  Cade had a recklessness to him that was born of sheer desperation. His wife and child were gone. He was running from memories that haunted him with every breath and nightmares that plagued him each night. What he needed was a reason to go on- and it certainly wasn’t in the form of a new partner.

       

                  Can two broken souls form a bond between them? Will seeing another person who is struggling to deal with the trauma in their lives be just the thing to help old wounds heal – or would falling for each other simply create another emotional scar that is just too great to bear?

      Click here to get a copy!
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      The theater is coming to Silverpines!

      When Chicago actress, Posey Jones travels across country to help an ailing relative- she is immediately thrown into town at the very brink of destruction. Losing her uncle, gaining a home, and her independence- she sets out to establish her theater… only to realize she needs something special to ensnare an audience! When several women send off for husbands, she joins in with a strange request…

      

      Garrison is tired of struggling to find a place where he fits in after a tour in the military. After several months at home, he is mistakenly arrested and sentenced to hang when the ultimate answer to his prayers is thrust into his jail cell: a letter. Now, bound for Oregon – he finds himself married to an outlandish woman that is constantly putting on an act, but when the real Posey shines through… he is fascinated with his new bride and the possible new life that lies ahead of him.

      

      Posey and Garrison also face the herculean task in overhauling the empty building into a theater. He is mortified that his wife expects him to perform a stunt in the show that makes his blood run cold. Can the strong personalities of Garrison and Posey find a way to work together to make the budding theater and their relationship a blossoming success?

      Discover the Silverpines Series today!
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      Dear John…

      For teacher Lily Hogan, those words would come to mean so much. She knew that giving back to the community brought joy into people’s lives. When her fourth-grade class writes letters to the military overseas in Afghanistan, she takes up her own pen and leads her students by example – writing a letter to an unknown soldier.

      

      CPO John Griffin and his K-9 dog, Radar, have been through so much together over the last several years. Sniffing out bombs, searching the hills and mentoring his team, he feels so alone and unsure of his future- until a letter reminds him that there’s more to life in this world he’s protecting. Simple words, a kind gesture and feeling that he isn’t forgotten out there in the desert, compels him to write back. Before long, he finds himself looking forward to the care packages and letters from his pen-pal halfway across the world.

      

      With every letter and every word, they begin to develop a friendship and wonder what the other person is truly like? Major life changes are scary enough as it is - but is it possible to fall in love with someone before you’ve even laid eyes upon them? Can the magic of the season bring the sweetest gift of all?

      Lawfully Gifted - Part of the Lawkeeper Romance Series
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      Thank you for taking the time to read An Agent for Clementine. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Doesn’t have to be much, just a simple rating and a few kind words work wonders. Your thoughts, opinions and feedback are much appreciated.

      Sincerely,

      Ginny
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      Ginny Sterling is a Texas transplant living in Kentucky. She spends her free time (Ha!) writing, quilting, and spending time with her husband and two children. Ginny can be reached on Facebook, Instagram, Twitter or via email at GinnySterlingBooks@gmail.com
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