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    Dedication


    To Peter and Katy.


    I’ve watched your relationship grow from high-school sweethearts 
into a committed love that has persevered through long distances to flourish into something beautiful and lasting. I can’t wait to see what the future holds for you as man and wife! With the Lord at the center of your relationship, your happily-ever-after will never fail. May your love for each other only grow stronger as each year passes.


    I love you both!
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    Many are the afflictions of the righteous: 
but the LORD delivereth him out of them all. 
Psalm 34:19
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    Prologue


    HOUSTON, TEXAS 
1881


    Nightmares were supposed to stop once little girls woke up, but when five-year-old Scarlett Radcliffe opened her eyes, things only got worse.


    “Letty, we’ve got to get you up, sweetheart.” Mama yanked back the covers and leaned close. “Hurry now.”


    Mama’s red hair fell over her shoulder as she helped Scarlett sit up. Scarlett’s tummy twisted like tangled shoelaces. Mama never walked around the house with her hair down. It wasn’t proper lady behavior.


    The air stung Scarlett’s eyes, so she balled one hand and tried to rub away the prickle as Mama lifted her from the bed and into her arms.


    “What’s wrong, Mama?”


    Scarlett grabbed hold of her mother’s neck as they hurried over to the chair where Daddy used to set her on his lap and read her stories. She missed Daddy. He went to heaven last winter. He hadn’t meant to leave, but the carriage accident left him too broken to stay. Mama said that as soon as Daddy got to heaven, God fixed all his broken places and made him good as new. Scarlett was glad he didn’t hurt anymore, but she wished he could come back to fight whatever monster had Mama so scared.


    “We need to get out of the house, sweetie.” Mama slid Scarlett off her hip and set her in the soft story chair. Then she dropped to the rug and started stuffing Scarlett’s feet into socks and shoes.


    “Mrs. Radcliffe! Mrs. Radcliffe!”


    Mama didn’t look up from the shoes. “In the nursery.”


    Never had Scarlett heard her mother boom her voice across the house. Ladies weren’t supposed to boom their voices. At least that’s what Scarlett’s nanny said. And Nanny Potts was an expert in all things ladyish.


    Miss Emily, Mama’s maid, burst through the door, her mobcap crooked and her chest heaving. “Mrs. Radcliffe,” she gasped. “The house . . .”


    “I know. The day we feared is upon us. Thank God that most of the staff are away, enjoying their night off.” She finished buttoning Scarlett’s second boot and pushed to her feet. “Rouse Mr. Fellows and Mrs. Krouse. Fellows can summon the fire wagon, and Mrs. Krouse can alert the neighbors.”


    Fire wagon? Scarlett sniffed the air and crinkled her nose. Smoke. Her gaze swung to her hearth, but it was dark behind the screen, just like it had been when she’d gone to sleep. Where was the smoky smell coming from?


    Scarlett’s lower lip quivered. “Mama?”


    Her mother didn’t answer. She was too busy instructing Miss Emily. “Take the pillowcase from Scarlett’s bed. Fill it with anything of value that can be easily carried. Just like we discussed.”


    “Yes, ma’am.” Miss Emily shook Scarlett’s pillow free of its casing, then hurried from the room.


    Scarlett looked at the hearth again, then gave the air another sniff. Fires were only allowed in hearths and stoves. Nanny Potts said so. The knots in her tummy tightened, and she began to fidget in her chair. Dragons sometimes breathed fire in the stories Daddy used to tell her. Was that why everyone was so scared? Because there was a dragon in the house? Scarlett’s heart stuttered. “Mama?”


    Mama must not have heard her, for she gave no answer. Instead, she ran to the wardrobe to fetch the sling bag Scarlett carried her toys in whenever she went on an outing with Nanny Potts. Her favorite storybook about the wolf and the girl in a hood waited inside, along with Mary Ellen, the doll Grandmother Flora had made her, using red and brown yarn for the hair so it would match hers.


    Unable to stay in the chair by herself another minute when there might be a dragon prowling about, searching for a little girl to eat, Scarlett bounded from the story chair and ran to her mother and clutched her around the waist.


    “I’m scared!”


    Scarlett buried her face in Mama’s belly, grabbing hold of her skirt. What if the dragon got Mama? Would she go to heaven to be with Daddy and leave Scarlett all alone? A sob coughed out of her.


    No, God, please, don’t take Mama away, too.


    “Here now.” Mama tugged Scarlett away from her skirt and set her in front of her. Wiping her cheeks, she smiled down at her daughter as if nothing were amiss. “Everything’s going to be fine, Letty. I promise. I just need you to be brave for a few more minutes, all right?”


    Mama slipped the cloth strap of the bag over Scarlett’s head, then reached for the hooded cloak hanging inside the wardrobe. The cloak Daddy had given her for when they played Little Red and the wolf. The cloak that tasted so bad, the wolf decided not to eat Little Red but became her friend instead. Maybe it worked on dragons, too.


    As Mama tied the string beneath her chin, Scarlett’s tummy relaxed a little. And when Mama lifted the hood up to settle atop her head, Scarlett fisted her hands. No dragon was gonna gobble them up. Not tonight.


    “There’s my brave girl.” Mama cupped her cheek and another knot loosened in Scarlett’s tummy. “Time to go.”


    Mama took Scarlett’s hand and led her out into the hall. A strange crackling noise echoed from somewhere downstairs, and snakelike shadows crawled on the walls. Scarlett held tightly to Mama’s hand as they dashed past the main staircase. The smoke thickened, scratching Scarlett’s throat and stinging her eyes. Flames waved at her from the floor below.


    Could dragons climb stairs? The thought made Scarlett’s legs pump faster.


    Once inside her parents’ bedroom, Mama dropped Scarlett’s hand and ran to her dressing table. She snatched open drawer after drawer in her jewelry box and dumped out every necklace, bracelet, ring, and brooch she owned. She swept them into a satin bag and pulled the drawstring closed.


    “Letty, there’s a pillowcase hidden in the bottom drawer of my dresser under my nightgowns. There are pink flowers embroidered along the edge. Bring it to me.”


    Scarlett darted to the bureau and hunkered down in front of the drawer that held Mama’s sleeping things. She pulled it open and dug around inside until she found the pillowcase with the flowers. She grabbed it, but it didn’t want to come out. Something weighed it down. Standing up, Scarlett tugged with both hands. Finally, it popped free of the drawer and threw Scarlett off-balance. She plopped onto her backside and dropped the bag.


    Still worried that the dragon downstairs might find a way to the second floor, Scarlett jumped up and fetched the bag as fast as she could. But something had spilled out.


    Money. A thick stack of it tied with a piece of string. She shoved it back inside and found more stacks waiting for their friend’s return. Why was Mama hiding money in her nightgown drawer?


    Scarlett ran to where her mother stood on Daddy’s side of the bed. She pulled a leather pouch from the side-table drawer, a pouch that looked like the one Daddy had kept his important papers in.


    “Here, Mama.” Scarlett held out the money bag.


    “Good girl.” Mama took the pillowcase from her and slid the leather pouch and the jewelry bag inside. Then she clasped Scarlett’s hand and led her toward the door. “Let’s go.”


    The crackle noises sounded louder this time, and a low roar rumbled beneath them. The air hung thickly over Scarlett, making it hard to see. Coughs rattled her chest as she and Mama sped down the hall.


    They stopped near the wide staircase that led downstairs, and Scarlett dug her heels into the carpet runner. They couldn’t go that way. Fire danced along the banisters. As if it saw her, it leapt, bursting toward her like the naughty boy who’d chased her in the park. Scarlett squealed and hid her face in Mama’s skirt.


    “It’s all right, sweetie. We’re not going that way.”


    Scarlett glanced up in time to see Mama push a small lever on the wall. A door swung inward, revealing a dark, narrow passage.


    “We’re going to take the servants’ stairs.” Mama tugged her toward the opening. “See? No fire.”


    But smoke poured out of the passage, making Scarlett’s chest hurt when she breathed.


    “Here.” Mama took the edge of Scarlett’s cloak and draped it over her mouth and nose. “Hold your cape over your face. It will keep out some of the smoke.”


    Mama didn’t have a cape, though. How would she fight the smoke?


    She held the edge of the pillowcase up to her face at first, but it must have grown too heavy, for her arm dropped back to her side halfway down the stairs. Coughs shook her body, but she never let go of Scarlett’s hand.


    When they reached the bottom, it took Mama a minute to find the door latch in the dark, but she soon got it opened, and the two of them spilled out into the downstairs hall between the front parlor and the dining room.


    A loud pop made Scarlett jump. She swiveled to her right. Fire climbed the walls and slithered over the ceiling, closing in.


    “Mama!” Tears clogged her throat almost as badly as the smoke.


    “I’ve got you.” Mama picked Scarlett up in her arms and held her close.


    She locked her legs around Mama’s waist and cried into her neck as Mama darted through the house.


    “Mrs. Radcliffe! This way!”


    Scarlett raised her head. Their butler, Mr. Fellows, stood in the parlor doorway, waving for them to come. Mama turned.


    “The French doors,” he shouted.


    Scarlett twisted her face to look. The two doors stood open, leading onto the terrace where she and Mama had tea parties.


    Mama didn’t stop on the terrace, though. She kept running across the lawn until she reached the drive, where their housekeeper, Mrs. Krouse, waited next to Miss Emily.


    Every time something snapped or crashed behind them, Scarlett flinched, scared that the dragon would tire of blowing his fiery breath over the house and come after them instead.


    When Mr. Fellows caught up to the rest of the group, Mama pivoted to face him. “Is everyone out?”


    He nodded, his eyes sad as he watched the house burn. “Yes, ma’am. You and the young miss were the last to leave.”


    “Thank the Lord.”


    “I don’t know how this could have happened, Mrs. Radcliffe.” The butler’s shoulders slumped. Scarlett hadn’t known they could do that. “I checked every sconce, lamp, and hearth before turning in. Nothing was amiss.”


    “You are not to blame for tonight’s tragedy, Fellows. I know where the blame lies, and I plan to ensure nothing like this happens again.” Mama swiveled toward her maid. “Is the carriage ready?”


    Miss Emily tipped her head toward the carriage house. “Carter’s hitching up the team now.”


    “Good. She has to disappear tonight.”


    Disappear? Scarlett’s forehead scrunched. Who had to disappear?


    Miss Emily patted the pillowcase she held. It clanked like metal. Had she found some armor? It had to be small to fit in a pillowcase, but maybe it was magic and would grow when it came out. If it grew big enough, Carter or Mr. Fellows could wear it to battle the dragon and make it leave.


    Leaning close, Miss Emily lowered her voice. “I didn’t have time to dig through the sideboard for the dining silver, but I grabbed the sterling tea set and the few trays that sat on top. They should fetch a good price.”


    Scarlett frowned. Armor would have been better. Mr. Fellows couldn’t battle a dragon with a teapot and tray.


    “You did well, Emily. Thank you.”


    “I can’t believe he did this.” Miss Emily’s eyes watered as she looked toward the flaming house. “To burn people in their beds for money. Especially a child! He’s a devil of a man.”


    “That’s why we have to take drastic measures to keep her safe. Scarlett is all that matters now. I’ll sacrifice anything to protect her.”


    Mama’s arms tightened around her, but Scarlett squirmed. What did they mean? Who was the devil man?


    Before she could ask her questions, the carriage arrived. Carter hopped down from the driver’s perch and opened the door. He took her mother’s pillowcase and the one Miss Emily held and placed them on the floor of the carriage. Mama lifted Scarlett inside first, then climbed in beside her.


    Scarlett leaned against her mother’s side, her worries too big to sit by herself. Mama’s worries must have been big, too, for she lifted Scarlett across her lap, tucked her head under her chin, and snuggled her against her chest. Mama’s heart thumped beneath Scarlett’s ear, the steady beat offering comfort.


    Carter set the team in motion, and soon the gentle rocking of the carriage began to lull Scarlett back to sleep. But when she closed her eyes, all she saw was fire, dragons, and a man waving his hand over them like the song leader at church. Her eyes popped open, and she gripped Mama’s waist.


    “Is the devil man gonna get me?”


    Mama’s arms tightened around Scarlett for a moment before she urged Scarlett to sit back enough to see her face. Scarlett’s hood fell down to her shoulders, and Mama stroked her hair.


    “No, sweetheart. You are completely safe. I promise.” Tears shone in her eyes, but her voice held firm, as if no questions wobbled in her mind. “Grandmother Flora and I have a plan all worked out. She’s going to help you hide so well that no one can find you.” Mama smiled and bopped the end of Scarlett’s nose. “No one is better at hiding than Grandmother Flora.”


    “Are you gonna hide with us?”


    Mama’s smile broke. “Oh, how I wish I could! You are my favorite person in the whole world, and there is no one I want to be with more than you.” Her hand cupped Scarlett’s cheek. Eyes glistening, she gave a little sniff that made Scarlett’s heart tremble. “I have to stay here to make sure no one figures out where you are. And to watch over the Radcliffe employees for Daddy. Their jobs allow them to take care of their own little girls and boys. Since Daddy’s not here, watching over them is my responsibility.”


    Scarlett wagged her head as new tears overflowed her eyes and rolled down her cheeks. “No! I don’t want to go without you.” She’d already lost Daddy. She couldn’t lose Mama, too.


    Please, God. I don’t want to leave!


    Mama rubbed the tears off Scarlett’s cheeks with her thumbs, then squished Scarlett against her chest and squeezed her tight.


    “Oh, Letty, I don’t want you to go without me, either. It breaks my heart. You are my dearest girl. The joy of my life.” She loosened her hold and rubbed Scarlett’s arm. “We both have to be brave. And smart. Doing what we want isn’t always what is best. Doing what is best, even when it hurts, is what God calls us to do.”


    Scarlett closed her eyes as Mama’s fingers ran up and down her back. The gentle touch soothed away the worst of the worry even though her heart still felt broken.


    “Your grandmother loves you, and she’ll take good care of you. It won’t be so bad. You’ll have adventures, just like the girls in your stories. I’ll miss you every day, but I’ll never stop thinking about you. I’ll keep you close in my heart and write down everything I wish I could share with you. That way, when we finally see each other again, we can catch up on all we missed.” Mama’s voice cracked, and the sound of soft crying filled the carriage.


    Sorrow tugged on Scarlett’s heart. She’d only ever heard her mother cry once before. When Daddy died. Scarlett didn’t want Mama to cry like that again. She could be brave and do what was best, even if it wasn’t what she wanted. Maybe then Mama wouldn’t hurt so much.


    Scarlett pulled away and sat up straight in Mama’s lap. She sniffed and rubbed her nose on her sleeping gown’s sleeve, then she placed both hands on Mama’s face and looked into her watery eyes.


    “I’ll be all right, Mama. I promise.” She swallowed and jutted her chin. “I can be brave.” Her voice wobbled, but Mama didn’t seem to notice.


    “You are the bravest girl I ever saw.” She leaned forward and kissed Scarlett’s forehead, the touch so soft and precious that Scarlett wanted to cover the place with her hand to keep the feeling from ever leaving her skin. “I love you, sweet girl, and my love will keep growing even while we’re apart. Never forget that, all right?”


    “I won’t.” She’d fold it up in her heart like a secret story that she’d take out and read every day. “I love you, too, Mama.”


    Even if I have to hide without you.
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    FIFTEEN YEARS LATER


    The Pinkertons trained their detectives to use any and all available resources when it came to procuring information pertinent to their cases, but Philip Carmichael still felt a twinge of guilt about using his fellow agents. Somehow he doubted Wendell and Harper would appreciate his cunning once they realized he’d duped them.


    “I never thought you’d be one to chase the great white whale, Carmichael.”


    Philip grinned as he propped a hip on the corner of Gregor Wendell’s desk. “I doubt Miss Radcliffe would appreciate your choice of metaphor.”


    Wendell chuckled as he leaned back in his chair. “Prob’ly not, but since no one can find the slippery woman, her opinion’s not terribly relevant.”


    Stanley Harper stood at the window overlooking Prairie Avenue, idly stroking his thick, dark mustache as he watched passersby go in and out of the Lone Star Hotel across the street. The agency didn’t have official offices in Houston, but Robert and William Pinkerton had arranged for a small space to be available for agents working cases in the area. Wasn’t much to it. Just a narrow second-floor room with two desks and a small filing cabinet in the corner. Bare floors. Bare walls. Nothing to induce a man to linger. Yet it provided a discreet meeting place to discuss Pinkerton business without worrying who might overhear.


    “I didn’t think Radcliffe was hiring Pinks this time around.” Harper turned from the window and pinned Philip with a suspicious look. “Something ’bout being fed up with us not getting the job done the last four times. As if he expected us to pull the girl outta thin air with nothing but a name and an outdated description to go on.”


    “I’m not fool enough to think I can do any better than what you and Wendell did.” Philip raised his hands in a conciliatory gesture, hoping to mollify Harper’s bruised ego. “The two of you are local legends for tracking down the woman who found that photograph of the missing heiress in her luggage. That move gave us our first break in the case. Thanks to you, we know the girl is somewhere between here and Little Rock, Arkansas. Or at least she was as of three years ago.”


    Harper blew out a disgusted breath. “I traveled that rail line and stopped in every stinkin’ town along the way. Questioned every porter I could get my hands on. Took me near to a month, and I still came up empty. Radcliffe was so upset, he refused to reimburse my train fare. Said I could waste my own money on a fruitless endeavor, but he’d not have me wastin’ his. Cheap louse.”


    Now they were getting somewhere.


    “A man that wealthy cheating his employees out of their due?” Philip wagged his head. “Seems bad for business.”


    Wendell scratched at a beard that was starting to gray a bit at his chin. “I ain’t sure the man is as wealthy as he lets on. He’s got all the trappings—fancy house, expensive suits, memberships at all the right clubs—but I’ve heard rumors that it’s his brother’s side of the company that’s keeping Radcliffe Shipping afloat.”


    Philip had heard the same rumors. From what he’d been able to gather, Drake and Lowell Radcliffe had started Radcliffe Shipping together some thirty years ago. The two had capitalized on the cotton trade at first, investing in riverboats to travel the Brazos, Colorado, and Trinity Rivers to bring the product to market before shipping it back east out of Galveston. The War between the States brought hard times, but the Radcliffe brothers found a way to continue turning a profit. They were some of the first to invest in local Houston railroads, and by the mid-1870s, Radcliffe Shipping had become one of the richest companies in Texas.


    At the height of their success, however, the two brothers had a falling-out and decided to go their separate ways. They divided their individual holdings and investments while each retained half ownership of the parent company. Until Lowell died in 1880. Lowell’s daughter inherited his shares, but since she was a minor, her shares were placed in a trust with her uncle as trustee, giving Drake sole control of Radcliffe Shipping.


    Lowell’s wife inherited control of her husband’s subsidiary businesses. Fifty percent of those profits fed into Radcliffe Shipping’s coffers, and those funds were keeping Drake Radcliffe from declaring bankruptcy after a string of failed personal investments had pauperized the man.


    Philip leaned forward slightly. “Do you think Drake’s search for his niece has more to do with money than familial obligation?”


    Wendell shrugged. “Radcliffe professes to be devastated by the loss of his niece. Talks about how he owes it to his dead brother to keep searching until she is found and her kidnapper brought to justice. Hires a new round of detectives every few years. But I’ve been in the man’s house. Never spotted a single photograph of the girl. None of his brother, either. Has a big portrait of himself over the mantel in the parlor, though.”


    Harper strode away from the window, his dark gaze peering at Philip as if he were trying to mine his motives. Philip forced himself to maintain his casual position—hip propped against the desk corner, hands relaxed, breathing even. It was natural for a detective to be suspicious. One wouldn’t be very good at solving cases if he took everything he encountered at face value.


    Still, a little deflection might aid the cause. So before Harper started throwing questions at him, Philip threw one of his own.


    “What do you think motivates Radcliffe, Harper?”


    “Money.” Harper drew to a halt a few steps away from Philip. “He’s gotta have something to gain by her return. My guess is it’s something pretty substantial. It would have to be to offset the thousand-dollar reward he suddenly decided to offer for her return.” Harper tilted his head. “Is that why you decided to take this case, Carmichael? For the reward?”


    Philip grinned even as his gut tightened. “I don’t know about you fellas, but I don’t plan to be a Pinkerton forever. A thousand dollars would buy a real pretty piece of land somewhere. Maybe I could finally settle down. Start a family.”


    Ever since he’d been hired by the Pinkertons, he’d done his best not to break the ninth commandment. A man of faith shouldn’t follow the path of the Father of Lies, after all. Yet a man didn’t have to lie in order to deceive. Philip had gotten quite adept at weaving vague truths into a camouflage designed to mislead and, therefore, hide his actual intent. He used to take pride in his semantic subterfuge, but he’d grown weary of the constant word-watching and the bruises it left on his conscience.


    “I wouldn’t go property shopping just yet,” Harper warned with a scowl. “Radcliffe will likely find an excuse not to pay out, even if you do manage to track the girl down.”


    “Appreciate the tip.” And the insight into a man with murky motives.


    Wendell slapped his palms on his thighs, then pushed up from his chair, Philip’s cue that the meeting had reached its conclusion. He rose from the corner of the desk.


    “I appreciate you taking the time to bring me up to speed. Reading case notes isn’t the same as talking to the agents who worked the assignment.” Philip extended a hand to Harper first, then to Wendell.


    Wendell grinned as he shook Philip’s hand. “Don’t suppose you’re looking for a partner, are you? I might be convinced to give finding the Radcliffe heiress another go. Especially if it means splittin’ that reward.”


    “The lone wolf take a partner?” Harper scoffed, then shot Philip a sardonic glare. “I’ll believe it when I see it.”


    Philip chuckled good-naturedly as he extricated his hand from Wendell’s grip. “You know how it is, boys. Old habits, and all that.”


    He’d established a reputation at the agency for discretion. He always worked alone and was willing to take on the less sensational cases. Glory, power, recognition. He didn’t care about those things. A fact that made him attractive to a certain clientele. One desperate to keep their secrets out of the press. He didn’t particularly enjoy spying on cheating husbands or digging up dirt on potential investment partners, but the work was steady enough to keep him occupied so he didn’t have to hire out for the more questionable duties associated with the labor unions. That work was rife with corruption, and Philip wanted no part of it.


    “I’d wish you luck,” Wendell said as he led the way to the door, “but it’s gonna take a lot more than luck to find Scarlett Radcliffe. That trail is as cold as they get.”


    “Kinda makes me wonder why he’s wastin’ his time.” Harper raised a brow. “You uncover some new information, Carmichael? Or are you workin’ an angle?”


    “No angle, I swear. I just want to bring Miss Radcliffe home.”


    But not to her uncle.


    Philip bid his two colleagues good-bye and collected his horse from the hitching post outside the building. In case his departure was being monitored, he guided his gray north on Main, then east on Congress, as if heading in the direction of the grand houses of Quality Hill. He wound through the area that housed Houston’s elite before turning south. Large oaks shaded the thoroughfares. Sculpted hedges and flowers formed decorative gardens, and women dressed in high-fashion gowns strolled along the walkways or drove about in open carriages, impressing their fellow socialites with their style and knowledge of the latest gossip.


    A shudder twitched along Philip’s spine. He couldn’t imagine living a life where a person’s worth was judged by one’s finances, social connections, and fashion sense. Could anything be more superficial? These people had no substance, no purpose beyond themselves to give their lives meaning.


    He rode Steele a full block before enough tension drained from his shoulders for him to relax back into his saddle. Rich people made him itch. Ironic since they also made up the bulk of his clientele. Maybe the itch had developed because he’d worked for so many, giving him the opportunity to witness their greed and selfishness up close.


    Not all wealthy people possessed low moral standards and inflated egos, though. He’d met godly men and women of means who sponsored philanthropic endeavors such as building hospitals and schools, funding mission work, and establishing orphanages. But they seemed to be in the minority. Drake Radcliffe and his ilk were far more prevalent.


    Which was why Philip wasn’t working for that Radcliffe.


    Philip drew his mount to a halt outside a modest home on Jefferson Avenue. A handful of kids played in a yard down the street. A woman swept her porch next door, not giving him more than a cursory glance. An old man sat in a rocking chair smoking a pipe across the way. He raised a hand in greeting. Philip waved in return as he casually glanced down the road the way he’d come. No evidence that he’d been followed. The neighborhood seemed normal. Nothing out of place. Still, he walked his horse around to the back, finding a chicken coop and a shed that offered a bucket he could fill at the pump. Once Steele was situated and out of sight from curious onlookers, Philip strolled back to the front of the house and knocked on the door.


    A stately man, likely in his sixties, opened the door. “Yes?”


    “Philip Carmichael from the Pinkerton agency. I believe I’m expected.”


    A smile creased the formality of the man’s bearing, and a hint of what Philip could only call excitement lit his eyes. “Come in. Mrs. Radcliffe awaits you in the sitting room.”


    Philip stepped inside and pulled his hat from his head. He rubbed a hand over his short blond hair as he handed the hat to the butler. “I hope she hasn’t been waiting long.”


    The man’s gaze drifted past Philip to an open doorway a few feet past the entryway. “About fifteen years, sir.”
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    Philip followed the butler down the hall to a small sitting room that faced the west of the house. Sunlight seeped through sheer curtains, bathing the room in a warm glow. He couldn’t see much else with the butler blocking his view, but his first impression registered a feminine room with pale-blue carpets and draperies offset by cream-colored wallpaper textured with some kind of leafy pattern.


    “Excuse me, Mrs. Radcliffe.” The butler ventured over the threshold.


    “Yes, Fellows?” The genteel voice carried a slight Southern lilt.


    “Mr. Carmichael is here to see you, ma’am. From the Pinkerton agency.”


    “Send him in.”


    Fellows bowed, then stepped aside to allow Philip to enter the room. A woman rose from a blue settee, putting aside a small box from her lap as she moved to greet him. A smile graced her lips, shaving a few years from the age he’d been in the process of estimating. Upper forties perhaps? Shallow lines appeared at the corners of her eyes and around her mouth, but they did nothing to detract from her beauty. Red hair, faded only slightly with age, gave her a vibrancy that the soft gray of her dress could not dim. Her blue eyes lit with welcome as she moved to greet him, yet they assessed as well. Philip wasn’t the only one collecting first impressions.


    “Mr. Carmichael. Thank you for coming. I’ve heard good things about you.” She tilted her chin up a notch as she peered into his face. “You’ve been described by your superiors as honorable, discreet, and dependable. Would you say that’s an accurate depiction of your character?”


    The woman didn’t beat around the bush. He appreciated forthrightness in a client. Philip inclined his head. “I’d say it’s an accurate description of the man I strive to be.”


    Her smile returned. “It seems you strive for humility as well. An admirable virtue.”


    Philip grinned. “Yet one impossible to claim.”


    Mrs. Radcliffe chuckled, the sound as light and airy as the room in which they stood. “Indeed. The fact that you are clever enough to recognize that truth speaks well of you, too.” She turned and gestured to the seating area behind her. “Please, join me. We have much to discuss.”


    Philip followed her to the grouping of chairs arranged in front of a small hearth. He waited for her to resume her position on the settee, then planted himself in the armchair to her right, the one that also offered a view of the doorway. A man in his line of work couldn’t afford to take safety for granted. Danger could lurk anywhere, and his chances for survival increased if he saw it coming.


    Philip leaned back in his chair and waited patiently for Mrs. Radcliffe to gather her thoughts and the box she’d set aside earlier.


    Pulling a photograph from the box, she ran a finger lightly over the image, her expression softening into a strange mix of tenderness and heartbreak. Her vulnerability lasted only a moment before her posture straightened and she handed the photograph to Philip.


    “My daughter, Scarlett.”


    Philip gazed at the image of a girl in her late teens. Eyes bright. Hair in braids. Full lips tilted just enough to give the impression of a smile. Her right hand was lifted in a wave, though he recognized the true purpose of the pose. Her sleeve had been pushed up to expose the underside of her wrist and the small strawberry-shaped birthmark that confirmed her identity. In her other hand she held a copy of Peterson’s Magazine. The September 1893 issue. Three years ago. The girl would be a young woman now.


    “She’s lovely.” It seemed the expected thing to say. Not that the girl wasn’t lovely. She’d obviously inherited her mother’s delicate features, though the freckles smattering her nose and cheeks hinted at a life lived more in sunshine than drawing rooms.


    Philip flipped the photograph over, searching for a watermark or anything that might give a clue to the photographer who’d developed the image. As expected, he found nothing. Except a handwritten inscription. Scarlett—age 17.


    “Is this the most recent photograph you have of her?”


    Mrs. Radcliffe nodded. “Yes. The plan was to have one sent every year, but the delivery system is somewhat . . . unreliable. I’ve received eight over the last fifteen years.” She pulled other photographs from the box and spread them out from youngest to oldest across the tea table between them. “It’s torture for a mother not to be able to watch her only child grow to womanhood. So many milestones missed. But I’d rather suffer the pain of temporary separation than lose her permanently, like I did her father.”


    Philip added the photograph to the tea table and studied his hostess’s face. “And you believe her to be in danger.”


    Her mouth pinched. “I know it. My brother-in-law will stop at nothing to claim her shares in Radcliffe Shipping and the fortune my husband left her. Since he stands to inherit, the easiest way to accomplish those things is for Scarlett to die before her twenty-first birthday.”


    “And that date would be . . . ?”


    “October 23.”


    Philip leaned back in his chair. Five weeks. That didn’t leave him much time to find her.


    “Why are you convinced Drake Radcliffe intends to harm your daughter?”


    The man definitely needed the money, but would he stoop to murder? Philip had seen coldhearted crimes before, but taking the life of one’s own niece in order to gain her inheritance was a level of darkness that went beyond the callous shooting of innocent bystanders in a robbery or gunning down a man out of revenge. How depraved did one have to be to want to kill a child?


    “He killed his own brother. A niece he barely knows stands little chance of faring any better.”


    Thoughts of theoretical crimes evaporated beneath the accusation of a real one. Philip frowned. “I thought Lowell Radcliffe died in a carriage accident.”


    “A carriage owned by Drake. One in which my brother-in-law was also supposed to be riding until an ‘unexpected’ business matter arose to detain him.”


    Facts worthy of suspicion, certainly, but just as easily explained by happenstance.


    Mrs. Radcliffe’s eyes narrowed, and she held up a hand to forestall the questions forming on his tongue. “Before you give me the circumstantial evidence speech or, worse, the one about overwrought women seeing causality where all that truly exists is unfortunate coincidence, answer me this. If the carriage carrying my husband toppled over the edge of a ravine, rolling down a hundred-foot embankment until it came to rest as a pile of splintered kindling in a shallow creek bed, why were no horses injured?” She raised a brow in challenge. “The driver could have jumped to safety when the carriage first slid over the edge, but the horses? The only way for them to escape unscathed would be if they’d been cut free in advance.”


    Philip leaned forward. “Did you see the cut traces?”


    She made a shooing motion with her hand. “Of course I didn’t see the traces. The carriage was at the bottom of a ravine. What I did see was the very same team of horses at the funeral the following week, pulling my brother-in-law’s buggy. The moment I saw those bays, I knew that my husband’s death had not been an accident.”


    “Did you explain this to the authorities?”


    “I did. They patted me on the hand and told me how common it was for people in the throes of grief to search for explanations and meaning in random events. Lowell’s accident was a tragedy, but casting blame and outlandish accusations wouldn’t bring him back. I’d do well to turn my attention to more productive matters, like tending to my daughter.” Mrs. Radcliffe’s gaze fell back to the photographs. “I took their advice to heart. Scarlett needed me. Not only to walk beside her in our grief but to protect her from her uncle. If he would kill his own brother to gain control of Radcliffe Shipping, what was to stop him from eliminating the last barrier that stood between him and the power he craved?”


    Philip rubbed his hand against the denim that pulled tight over his thigh. Everything he’d learned about Leah Radcliffe painted a picture of a thoughtful, clever businesswoman. Not a histrionic female prone to dramatic accusations. The employees he’d interviewed from the companies she’d inherited from her husband sang her praises. She’d continued the work her husband had started, eliminating child labor and ensuring safe working conditions in both the Radcliffe Oil Mill and the adjoining Radcliffe Cotton Compress. Recognizing that her gender would put her at a disadvantage, she hired her brother, Stefan, to manage her holdings, but every employee Philip had spoken to had credited her for the running of the company. Stefan Anderson might be her voice, but no one doubted who made the actual decisions.


    She’d continued to grow and expand the pair of companies her husband started in the late 1870s and, according to city records, now employed nearly five hundred workers between the two—a miniature cotton dynasty. Not only was she invested in one of the local gins, but she had access to exporting through both rails and sea thanks to her ties to Radcliffe Shipping. The compress allowed her to ship flattened cotton bales that took up a fraction of the space of their noncompressed counterparts, but it was her oil mill that brought in the largest profits. The Radcliffe mill produced nearly a million gallons of crude cottonseed oil a year, not to mention ten thousand tons of oil cake and cottonseed meal.


    Yet she didn’t hoard her profits. After paying into the family shipping business and making the occasional investment in local organizations, she contributed large amounts to philanthropic causes, such as St. Joseph’s Infirmary. She also sponsored scholarship programs for the children of her employees who wished to pursue higher education.


    Philip studied her as she caressed the face in the top photograph. How painful must it be to be separated from one’s only child? He couldn’t imagine it. He was close to his parents, hadn’t left home until he turned twenty-two, five years ago. Even with his married sister settling near the family farm, his mother still pleaded with him to visit more often. She insisted that a mother needed to see her child regularly, to wrap her arms around him and kiss his cheek, no matter how old he’d grown.


    Mrs. Radcliffe must have truly feared for her daughter’s life to send her away.


    Philip gentled his voice as he broke the silence that had temporarily drifted over them while they ruminated in private thoughts. “What convinced you that Scarlett’s life was in danger?”


    Mrs. Radcliffe glanced up from the photographs, tension etched in fine lines around her mouth. “I didn’t want to believe Drake would hurt her. She was just a child. His niece. Lowell and Drake had grown apart, but they were still family. That’s why Lowell named him trustee. Radcliffe Shipping needed a man at the helm. As much as my husband respected my opinions, he and I both knew that naming me as trustee would erode the company’s standing in the community. The realm of business belongs to men. Women, while tolerated when necessary, are never welcomed into their midst as equals. Lowell had intended to hand down his shares of the company to either a son, should we have one, or to Scarlett’s future husband. His retirement was decades away, though. We never imagined his will would come into play so soon.”


    She gave her head a little shake as if trying to rid herself of the melancholy thought, then lifted her chin and continued. “Drake contested the will. He insisted that he be given charge of all the funds in Scarlett’s trust, not the small monthly stipend the will allowed. My husband knew of his brother’s tendency to invest in wild schemes to try to make quick money. Drake didn’t possess the patience to curry long-term investments, and Lowell didn’t want Scarlett’s inheritance to be gambled away, so he’d made provisions. When the judge upheld the will, Drake tried to wrest away the oil mill and compress Lowell had left to me. He argued that they were subsidiaries of Radcliffe Shipping and fell under his control. Thankfully, my brother is a lawyer and was able to document Lowell’s sole proprietorship and my right to inherit.


    “After several months of legal battles, Drake finally realized that he’d not be able to gain control of my husband’s fortune through legitimate means. I was naïve enough to believe that would be the end of the matter until a man approached Scarlett in the park one day and tried to make off with her. Thank God the dog Scarlett had been playing with attacked the stranger, biting the man’s leg and causing a scene that brought her nanny running. I had no proof that Drake was behind the kidnapping attempt, so I could merely report the incident and share my suspicions with the authorities. But I confronted Drake in his home. He played the wounded victim, aghast that I could possibly think him capable of harming his niece, yet his eyes gleamed with the knowledge that I had no weapon with which to strike him. So I changed tactics. I wept and apologized, making an excuse about being overwrought from grief, playing into his perceptions of feminine instability. Then I went home and began to plan.


    “When the fire came two weeks later, confirming my suspicion that Drake would not cease trying to get his hands on my daughter’s inheritance, we were ready.”


    Philip had taken out a tablet and jotted down a few notes, but he stopped writing and shot a questioning look at his hostess. “We?”


    Mrs. Radcliffe nodded. “My mother and I.”


    “Flora Anderson, correct?”


    Drake Radcliffe had suspected her involvement. He’d been unable to offer any of the Pinkertons he’d hired a photograph of the woman, and since he’d only seen her at his brother’s wedding, his vague memory offered few helpful details regarding her appearance.


    Mrs. Radcliffe smiled. “Yes, but she’s not gone by that name since the day she escaped with Scarlett.”


    “What name is she using now?” Chasing down a woman who’d evaded detectives for years would be nearly impossible. But if he had a name, description, and location, this operation could be relatively simple. He poised his pencil above the page, ready to take down all the important details.


    “I have no idea.”


    Philip blinked. “What?”


    “Mother and I agreed that the best way to ensure that Drake never discovered Scarlett’s location was to keep me in the dark as well. If I didn’t know, I couldn’t be forced to tell. I also wouldn’t be tempted to send a letter or attempt a visit. When Mother left with Scarlett after the fire, I lost all connection to my daughter. The only thing I received were the photographs and drawings that arrived sporadically.”


    Philip bit back a groan. How was he supposed to find the missing Radcliffe heiress if the very woman who sent her into hiding didn’t know where she was?


    “I don’t remember seeing anything in the Pinkerton case files about drawings.”


    Mrs. Radcliffe reached into her box. “That’s because Drake didn’t know about them.” She pulled out eight sheets of paper, each bearing a sketch of increasing skill. “Drake tried several times to have Scarlett declared legally dead so that he could claim her inheritance. Thanks to my brother, we anticipated this move and arranged for dated photographs to be delivered anonymously to serve as evidence of Scarlett being alive and well. We brought them forward at each of the hearings. Drake was furious. He defamed me in the press as a coldhearted ice queen who refused to lift a finger to find her missing child and insisted that detectives be hired to find his beloved niece. He demanded access to any photographs I might receive so that he could search for Scarlett himself, and the judge granted his petition. Thankfully, Mother always sent two copies.”


    Philip looked through the sketches as Mrs. Radcliffe continued her explanation. The artist obviously enjoyed the outdoors, filling her landscapes with tall trees and various woodland animals. Birds, rabbits, something that could have been a squirrel, and on the last page, a wolf. Or maybe a coyote. The amateur drawing made it difficult to identify, but Philip knew the difference between a domesticated dog and a wild animal from his days on the farm. This was no family hound. This was a wild animal. One who apparently didn’t mind standing still while his portrait was being sketched.


    “We had a close call when this last photograph was delivered, however.” Mrs. Radcliffe’s comment drew Philip back to the conversation. “Each time Mother sends a packet, someone she trusts hides it inside a train passenger’s trunk stowed in the luggage car. Usually a trunk belonging to a woman. Someone likely to be sympathetic to the plight of another woman and her child. That time, though, the person selected apparently had some ties to Drake’s company. Because instead of delivering the packet to the mill office as the instructions directed, the courier took it to Radcliffe Shipping. Thankfully, Drake was out when it arrived, making it possible for the secretary on duty to redirect it to my home without any interference. Unfortunately, word got out about the delivery, enabling my brother-in-law to track down the courier and question her about how she came to find the packet. I worried the Pinkertons he hired might trace it back to its origin, but God proved merciful and kept Scarlett hidden.”


    Much to Harper’s dismay. Though, if what Mrs. Radcliffe suspected was true, Philip had to be grateful for Harper and Wendell’s failure. A young woman’s life might have been forfeit had they located her.


    “Yet I believe God allowed that scare so I could take precautions to ensure such a thing doesn’t jeopardize my daughter’s return. My mother and I intended to keep Scarlett hidden until after her twenty-first birthday. Then, instead of sending a photograph packet, Mother would send a letter with clues to their location. I was to decipher the clues and hire a man to see to their protection on their journey home. She has no idea how close she came to being discovered three years ago. If the same mistake was to happen again and her letter fell into Drake’s hands, I’d have no way to protect them. My only recourse is to send you to them before they send that letter. I waited as close to her birthday as I dared, knowing it would take time to find her, but I can wait no longer.”


    Mrs. Radcliffe’s gaze sharpened and pinned Philip to his seat. “Scarlett’s in more danger now than ever, Mr. Carmichael. That’s why I’m hiring you, not just to find her but to ensure her safety. A job that will require both cunning and courage. Are you up to the task?”


    “Yes, ma’am.” Philip met her stare without a single blink. “No harm will come to your daughter while she’s in my custody. But how can you ensure her safety once I return her to you?”


    She studied him a long time. Taking his measure. He hid nothing from her, letting her look her fill. He knew the difference between knowing a man on paper and meeting him in the flesh. Paper provided facts, but facts could be skewed. Philip never took a job without meeting the client face-to-face. One had to look into a person’s eyes to confirm his character. When Mrs. Radcliffe’s shoulders relaxed, Philip figured he had passed the gut test. Or maybe with women it was intuition. Either way, she’d decided to trust him, and he’d not take the honor lightly.


    “Once Scarlett turns twenty-one, she will gain full control of her trust. My brother will help her draft a will that removes any benefit to Drake. The money will be out of his reach, and he’ll no longer have any reason to see her dead.”


    Philip nodded. “So back to finding her. Are you sure there’s nothing you can tell me that can narrow my search?”


    “All I know is that when my mother left, her intention was to remain in Texas. Someplace secluded where she could keep Scarlett away from prying eyes.” She retrieved a hinged case from the box and opened it to reveal a daguerreotype of a young man and woman dressed in wedding finery. “This is my mother,” she said, handing the frame to Philip. “When she left, her hair was starting to gray and she’d lost the slim waist she’d been known for in her youth, but this might help you find her.”


    She collected the other photographs and handed them to him as well. “As for my daughter, she used to play a game with my husband based on the ‘Little Red Riding Hood’ children’s story. She felt safe whenever she donned her hooded cape. She wore it the night of the fire. I think she wears it still. Well, a larger one, of course.” A fond smile touched her lips as she pointed to Scarlett’s neckline in the top photograph. “You have to look carefully, but there are hints of a cape in every photograph.”


    Sure enough, once he knew what to look for, Philip recognized evidence of gathered fabric draping behind her shoulders.


    Mrs. Radcliffe grabbed hold of his forearm and held tight. “Find my daughter and bring her home to me, Mr. Carmichael.”


    With nothing to go on but an outdated likeness of the girl’s guardian, a train route, some roughly sketched landscapes, and a cape, the task would be outrageously difficult, yet the challenge of it beckoned, fueling his determination and purpose. He didn’t know how he was going to find the Radcliffe heiress, but if God wanted him on this case, he wasn’t about to argue.


    “You have my word, ma’am. I won’t come back without her.”
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    CASS COUNTY, TEXAS


    Nothing stirred Letty Hood’s imagination quite like watching a lumberjack swing an ax. All that manly vigor and strength. The thump of the blade notching the wood. The rhythmic rasp of the saw as a pair of lumbermen worked together to fell the tall pine. The shout of “Timber!” in a deep, masculine tone seconds before the crack of breaking wood echoed through the forest. Could anything be more romantic?


    Well, she supposed plenty of things could be more romantic. Like actually making eye contact with a man and sharing a smile. Or taking his arm during a stroll along the river. Or being swept across a ballroom floor in a skirt-swirling waltz.


    Hard to do any of those things while in seclusion, however. Hence her mooning over lumberjacks from a distance.


    Letty sighed and rolled from her belly onto her back, trading her view of husky woodcutters in the forested valley below for fluffy white clouds drifting across a pale blue sky. She plucked a long stem of needlegrass and twirled it around her finger.


    “I know I shouldn’t complain, Lord. I should be grateful to be alive and safe. And I am. Truly. I have Grandmother and my books. And you, of course.” A cold nose jabbed her in the chin. Letty giggled as she ruffled her fingers through the fur at the red wolf’s neck. “I’m grateful for this ragamuffin, too. No girl could ask for a more loyal companion.”


    As if satisfied with her recognition, Rusty licked the side of her face, then bounded off to chase whatever small creatures he could flush from the undergrowth.


    “I have much to be thankful for,” Letty acknowledged as she rubbed dog slobber from her cheek. “Yet I can’t help wishing for more. For someone special to love. And for that someone special to love me in return.”


    Like what Mama and Daddy had shared. Memories of her parents had faded over the last decade and a half, but she’d clung to a handful of impressions. Daddy’s deep chuckle blending perfectly with Mama’s melodic laugh. How they’d hold hands as they strolled through the garden. The times Mama would come up behind Daddy and rub his shoulders as he read the newspaper. The special smiles they reserved only for each other. And her favorite memory of all—the time Daddy caught Mama under the mistletoe. He’d dipped her backward over his arm and kissed her full on the mouth. The staff had cheered, and Mama’s face had turned as red as her hair, but the way she and Daddy had looked into each other’s eyes afterward had stamped an impression on Letty’s heart that could not be forgotten.


    Love. Pure and unbreakable. That’s what she craved.


    Grandmother told her to be patient. She’d have her pick of gentlemen callers after she turned twenty-one and returned to Houston. But Letty wasn’t sure she wanted to resume Scarlett Radcliffe’s life. A life of weighty responsibilities and societal expectations. A life where her wealth would make her the target of fortune hunters and schemers eager to take advantage of her inexperience. Becoming the Radcliffe heiress held little appeal. Yet she couldn’t remain Letty Hood forever, roaming the woods with her pet wolf and hiding from the truth of her heritage. So she would go back. At least temporarily. She’d honor her father and mother as Scripture taught, but she’d find a way to do that as the woman she’d become, not the one she might have been had her uncle not driven her into hiding.


    A rhythmic thudding broke through Letty’s wishful thoughts. She jerked upright, grabbing her hood and pulling it over her head as she scrambled to her feet.


    Horses. At least two. Heading her way.


    She sprinted down the hill to where the trees grew thicker, desperate for the cover they’d provide. “No one can see you.” Her grandmother’s constant warning rang in her ears.


    Had her uncle found her? Letty’s heart pounded as she raced deeper into the trees. The hooves sounded closer, but she struggled to determine their direction.


    “Don’t panic. Fear steals your sense, and good sense is a woman’s best weapon.”


    Letty skidded to a halt and pressed her back against the largest pine within reach. Instinct urged her to keep fleeing, but Grandmother’s training held her in place.


    Look. Listen. Assess. Plan. Execute.


    Forcing herself to inhale through her nose a couple of times to get her breathing under control, she attuned her ears to her surroundings. No hoofbeats. Had the riders stopped?


    Leather creaked somewhere to her left, as if a man was standing up in his stirrups. Letty turned her face in that direction as she reached for the knife sheathed at her waist.


    “Did ya see where he went?”


    A man’s voice. Close.


    Letty pivoted slowly, keeping her body behind the tree as she carefully peered into the thicket.


    “He’s here somewhere. I can feel it.”


    A second man. One whose voice made the hair stand up on the back of her neck.


    “He ain’t really hurtin’ anything, Parker. Maybe we should just let him be.”


    A horse’s head came into view about five trees down from where Letty stood. He tossed his head, his ears pricked. A rider leaned forward to pat his mount’s neck. “You smell him, don’t ya, boy?”


    The dark brown horse snorted and took another step forward, revealing his rider. The man was in his shirtsleeves, the cuffs rolled to his elbows over tanned, meaty arms. His suspenders pulled tight over a barrel chest encased in red flannel. The top buttons had been undone at the neck to expose a stained undershirt that might have been white once upon a time. A dark unkept beard hung a few inches from his chin, but it was the rifle draped across his lap that turned Letty’s stomach.


    Never again would she spin romantic daydreams about meeting a lumberjack. If this fellow was a typical specimen, she wanted nothing to do with them.


    A second horse whickered and stomped a hoof. A tail swished out from behind a tree barely twenty feet from where she stood.


    “I don’t like this, Parker. I’ve heard rumors about this ridge. Folks say it’s haunted. Sully swears he’s seen a wraith floatin’ about these parts, wearin’ a long bloody cape.”


    Letty’s brows arched as she reached for the edge of her brick-red cape.


    “If there’s an angry spirit about, that could be what’s spookin’ the horses. I say we head back to camp. Forget about the wolf.”


    Letty sucked in a breath. Wolf?


    “Quit your whinin’. Them ghost stories are nothin’ but nonsense. Where’s your spine, man? What’s real is that wolf we spotted. You know as well as I do that the only good wolf’s a dead wolf. They’re vicious creatures. We’re doin’ Cass County a service by curtailin’ the population. Especially with that big alpha. We get rid of him, the pack will scatter. The good Lord gave us dominion over the beasts for a reason. Time to exert our dominance.” He twisted his face and spat on the ground.


    Letty tightened her grip on her knife. Mankind had been given care of God’s creatures, not the right to decimate them at will. She’d not let these men hurt Rusty. Even if it meant confronting them herself.


    Please, Lord, keep Rusty far from here. Send him back to the cabin, give him a rabbit to chase, anything that will keep him—


    Padded footsteps registered a second before a familiar form brushed against her leg.


    Rusty crouched at her side and slinked forward, a barely audible growl rumbling in his throat as he bared his teeth.


    No!


    “He’s a big ’un,” Parker said, a horrible grin splitting his face. “His pelt will bring a pretty penny.”


    Letty crouched down and wrapped an arm around Rusty’s neck. “No.” Her whisper carried more plea than authority. “You can’t let them see you. They have guns.”


    Her words had little effect on her pet. He strained against her hold. Ready to attack. To protect her. Not realizing that he was the one in danger.


    She had to do something . . . protect him somehow . . .


    One of the horses neighed again, obviously uneasy. If she could spook them, get them to flee . . .


    The flicker of an idea tickled her mind. Dare she?


    “He’s close.” Parker dropped his reins and took his rifle in both hands.


    Now or never.


    She murmured a firm command to stay in Rusty’s ear, then sheathed her knife and grabbed hold of the edges of her cloak.


    Letting out the most terrifying shriek she could muster—something between a warring Comanche and a dying chicken—she ran straight for the horses’ heads, unfurling her cape to obtain maximum billows. Flapping and screeching like a demented owl, Letty streaked past the horses. The animals spooked, rearing back on hind legs.


    Rusty failed to obey her order to stay out of the fracas. He raced at her side. Too committed to turn back, she accepted his company and prayed Parker would be too busy controlling his horse to take a shot.


    Not stopping to watch the mayhem, Letty sped on through the woods, turning southeast to take advantage of the denser forest cover. A rifle shot split the air. Letty flinched, and her feet stuttered as she glanced behind her to ensure Rusty hadn’t been hit. The red wolf never broke stride as he surged forward to take the lead. Relief gave her wings as she loped after him.


    Not wanting to risk leading the strangers to her cabin, Letty had set them on a path that followed the creek line through the woods instead of the path that would take them home. Rusty bounded along the water’s edge, his four legs quickly outdistancing Letty’s two. A sharp pain in her side forced her to slow. Halting beside a large pine, she braced an arm against its trunk and struggled to catch her breath. She used to run all over these woods when she was in short skirts, but once she turned sixteen, Grandmother had lengthened her hems to cover her ankles and encouraged more restrained feminine behavior. Apparently brisk hikes were sufficient for maintaining a robust constitution but less than adequate when it came to keeping one prepared to outrun wolf-hunting strangers.


    Twisting to peer back into the forest, Letty quieted her breathing as best she could in order to listen for hooves or voices. She heard neither.


    Thank you, God.


    Her body sagged, danger no longer spearing through her middle like a tent pole. Leaping across the small creek, she began working her way back to the house. Rusty, of course, was already there. By the time she reached the small clearing surrounding the cabin, Rusty was barking and scratching at the back door, excited from his adventure. Grandmother emerged, shooing him out of her path as she came out. Holding up a hand to shade her eyes, she scanned the clearing.


    “Letty?”


    “I’m here.” She waved as she hurried across the clearing, thankful for her grandmother’s preference for the brisk walk. Letty’s breathing had nearly returned to normal by the time she reached the cabin.


    “Heavens, child. What happened? You look like a twister sucked you in and spit you out the other side. Are you all right?” Grandmother took her arm and scanned her from head to toe.


    The small gray-haired woman might look like the usual doting grandma with her reading glasses perched low on her nose, apron tied over her rounded midsection, and sweet concern dripping from her voice, but the woman kept a loaded shotgun by the front door and carried a derringer in her pocket any time she went to town. The good people of Queen City, Texas, had no idea the lengths to which Iris Hood would go to protect her secrets—secrets centered around a granddaughter no one realized existed.


    “There were two men on the ridge. On horseback.”


    Grandmother reached inside the open doorway and grabbed hold of the shotgun. “Get in the house.” She braced her feet apart and scanned the tree line for encroachers.


    Letty placed a hand on her shoulder. “It’s all right. They’re gone. I scared them away.”


    The sharp jerk of Grandmother’s chin accompanied by a severely arched brow aimed in her direction indicated her guardian was less than pleased by that bit of news.


    “They weren’t after me,” Letty hurried to explain. “They were after Rusty. I heard them talking about how the only good wolf is a dead wolf. I think they were lumbermen from the camp in the valley.”


    Instead of calming her grandmother, Letty’s explanation only seemed to deepen her displeasure. “Inside. Now.”


    Letty scrambled to obey. Her grandmother rarely used that tone, the one that carried a devastating mix of command and disappointment. Tears moistened Letty’s eyes, but she blinked them away. She wasn’t a child any longer, and she wouldn’t be made to feel like one. She knew Grandmother loved her and only wanted to keep her safe, but they were partners in that endeavor now, and truth be told, Letty felt compelled to do a little protecting of her own. Grandmother tried to hide it from her, but Letty had seen the way she tired more easily of late and occasionally had trouble catching her breath. The stress of being in a constant state of vigilance over the last fifteen years had taken a toll.


    Thankfully, Grandmother followed her inside. “You, too, Mr. Troublemaker.” She waved at Rusty and held the door open in invitation. The wolf gave a happy little yip before weaving between the two women and finding his favorite rug to settle on, the one typically only available to him when the weather turned icy.


    Grandmother shrugged at Letty’s questioning look. “I’ve enough to worry about without that wolf of yours getting caught on the wrong side of a bullet.”


    Letty bit back a smile. She might hold herself aloof, but Grandmother had almost as big a soft spot for Rusty as Letty did.


    Once inside, Grandmother closed and latched the front door, then propped the shotgun back in its place against the doorjamb. Heaving a sigh, Grandmother crossed to her rocker and dropped into the cushioned seat. “I knew those loggers were getting too close. But with your birthday around the corner, I thought we could hold out a bit longer. Exposing you to a move this close to the end seemed the bigger risk. Your mama will send someone to fetch us as soon as we send that birthday letter you helped me write. Better for us to wait it out, though we should probably curtail your excursions for the next few weeks.”


    Letty’s gaze drifted to the slender mantel above the hearth where her parents’ wedding photograph held the place of honor. “Are you sure Mama will find us? What if she doesn’t figure out our clues?” Or worse, what if she enjoyed her freedom and didn’t want her daughter back in her life?


    Grandmother leaned back in her chair and started it rocking. “Nothing is more important to your mama than getting her girl back. Trust me. She’ll figure it out.” She quirked a grin in Letty’s direction. “Aren’t you the one always reading those fairy-tale stories? We’ll leave plenty of breadcrumbs for your mama to follow. She’ll send someone for you. Don’t worry. We just have to be patient.”


    Letty pressed her lips together, not wanting to argue, but she was far from comforted by the breadcrumb analogy. After all, Hansel and Gretel’s crumbs had been consumed by birds, leaving the children lost in the forest and vulnerable to the wicked schemes of those who sought to harm them.
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    ATLANTA, TEXAS


    Philip stepped down from the T&P Depot, jaw set against the discouragement that threatened to seep between the cracks of his resolve. Three weeks. More than half of his search time spent, and he was no closer to finding the Radcliffe heiress than when he’d started. His Pinkerton credentials had allowed him to question all depot personnel at each stop along the route to Little Rock. Methodically working his way north from Houston, he’d questioned railroad staff, store clerks, land office employees, anyone who might have interacted with Flora Anderson or her granddaughter. He’d been optimistic that the photographs Mrs. Radcliffe had provided would give him an advantage Harper hadn’t had three years ago, but so far, he’d come up just as empty as the detectives who’d come before him.


    Hoping to allay the fears of anyone sympathetic to Mrs. Anderson’s plight, Philip told each person he interviewed that he’d been hired by Mrs. Leah Radcliffe, not Drake Radcliffe. Yet he wasn’t so naïve to think a verbal assurance was enough. The person aiding Mrs. Anderson had proven to be clever and was unlikely to take the word of a Pinkerton at face value. So Philip had watched for any hint of deception, such as pursed lips, lines in the forehead, or a change in breathing when the subject viewed the daguerreotype. In all of the forty-nine towns he’d visited, however, no one had demonstrated anything other than impatience. He hadn’t expected much from the stations close to Houston, but the more distance he traveled, the more success he’d anticipated. Only ten stops remained before he hit the state line in Texarkana. If Mrs. Radcliffe was correct and her mother had stayed in Texas, his search area would soon collapse in on itself.


    Blowing out a breath, Philip strode past the cotton platform and headed for the livery where he’d stabled his horse when he got into town last night. Not wanting to wait on the train schedule, he’d been riding between stops along the route. Most towns were less than ten miles apart. Many were less than five. Made it possible to visit two to three places per day, though the monotonous repetition of asking the same questions and getting the same negative responses had worn some of the shine off his optimism.


    Philip shook the slump out of his posture and lifted his chin as he crossed the road, the midmorning sun warm on his back. Focus, Carmichael. God rewards perseverance, not slackin’ off. He’d felt the Lord’s call to this mission the moment he’d met Leah Radcliffe. She was depending on him to find her daughter. Counting on him to keep the young woman safe. He didn’t have the luxury of giving in to weariness or discouragement. God didn’t call a man to a task only to stand back and let him fail. He’d provide what was needed when the time was right. Philip just had to keep walking and working until that time came.


    A man carrying a peddler’s case exited the general store next to the livery and held up a hand in greeting.


    “We meet again, Pinkerton.”


    Philip avoided eye contact but waved to the overly affable fellow he’d crossed paths with more than once over the last fortnight. “Davis.” He kept walking, having learned the hard way how the salesman loved to chatter.


    The paunchy fellow with wire spectacles and overgrown sideburns had waylaid him back in Lufkin for nearly half an hour, trying to sell him a shaving brush and pestering him with annoyingly personal questions. Philip finally surrendered to the onslaught and overpaid for a lather brush he could have gotten at the mercantile for half the price.


    “I see we’re still traveling the same route.” Elmer Davis scurried up beside him, then matched his stride. “I wonder if we’ll meet up again in Texarkana.”


    Man, he hoped not.


    Philip kept his eyes glued to the livery and his legs at full stretch. “Anything’s possible, I suppose.”


    Davis shuffled his sample case to the opposite hand, then darted in front of Philip, forcing him to pull up short lest he plow the man over.


    Philip bit back a groan and tried to skirt around the obnoxious fellow, but the peddler anticipated the move and cut off his escape with a sideways shuffle.


    “I suppose if you capture your quarry you might head back before we cross paths again. You hail from Houston, right?”


    Philip scowled. He’d never told Davis his business nor where his job had originated.


    Davis chuckled. “Don’t look at me like that. It doesn’t take a genius to discern that you’re huntin’ someone. Why else would a Pinkerton be questioning folks up and down the rail line?” Davis leaned close, dropping his voice to a conspiratorial murmur. “Is it a criminal? What’d he do?”


    Philip continued to glower, crossing his arms over his chest as an additional clue to his growing displeasure.


    “You can tell me,” Davis wheedled. “I fancy myself a bit of an amateur detective. I’ve read both of Doyle’s novels featuring that Sherlock Holmes gent and his collection of short stories. I hear there’s another collection out now, too. I need to get my hands on that one.” His eyes lit. “Perhaps I could assist you in your investigation. If you give me a description of the felon, I can keep an eye out as I travel. Report anything suspicious to the local law.”


    Heaven forbid.


    “Sorry, friend, Pinkerton business isn’t up for public consumption. Now if you’ll excuse me?” Not waiting for permission, Philip plowed past Davis and into the shaded interior of Johnson’s Livery.


    “All right. Well, I’ll be looking for you in Texarkana.” The peddler’s cheerful call rang in Philip’s ears like the off-key clanging of pots and pans.


    Still in possession of a few manners, Philip lifted a hand in a wave of farewell, even though he kept his back firmly turned. Jaw clenched, Philip strode into the livery office.


    “Carmichael, right?” A slender man with shirtsleeves rolled above his elbows released the rag he’d been using to rub oil into his tack and rose to his feet. “I never forget a face.” He grinned as his thumbs stretched his suspenders out from his chest. “You here to collect your gray?” He winked. “I never forget a horse, neither.”


    The man’s good humor loosened the tension in Philip’s neck and brought a smile to his lips. “A handy skill in your line of work.” Philip reached into his pocket and pulled out a handful of coins. He counted out the agreed-upon boarding fee and handed it to the livery owner. “Buck fifty for the stall and two bits for the feed, right?”


    Johnson cupped his hand to accept the coins. “Yes, sir.”


    Philip cocked a grin. “I never forget a fee.”


    Johnson roared with laughter, and Philip joined in with a chuckle of his own. The man’s amusement was too contagious to resist.


    The liveryman pocketed the money, then thumped Philip on the back as he strode past him, still shaking his head and grinning.


    He stuck his head out of the office doorway and shouted into the stable area. “Billy! Fetch the gray gelding from stall four and saddle him. His owner’s here to collect.”


    “Got it.” The answer echoed from deep within the building. Philip pictured a lad eagerly setting aside a muck-encrusted pitchfork to comply with the new orders.


    Johnson stepped back into the office. “Your horse’ll be ready shortly.” He gestured toward a small stove in the corner. “Can I offer you some coffee?”


    Philip shook his head. “No, thanks. But I was hoping you might be able to offer some information.”


    “Shoot away.” Johnson leaned against the office wall near the door.


    “Is there a circuit-riding preacher in these parts? Someone who might be familiar with folks who live outside the town limits?”


    “Hmm.” Johnson stroked his chin. “You might try talkin’ to the minister out at Law’s Chapel. They’ve got a building about three miles west of town. They might sponsor a circuit rider. Not sure.”


    Mrs. Radcliffe had described her mother as a woman of faith. Someone who had attended church with great devotion all her life. Such habits were hard to abandon, even while in hiding. Philip figured a man of the cloth might be able to offer insight into her location. If he could find one who recognized her.


    “I’ll stop by there on the way out of town. Thanks.”


    “You bet. Anything else I can help you with?”


    Philip started to shake his head, then paused, the man’s bragging about never forgetting a face nudging him in the gut. It was a long shot, but he reached into the lining pocket of his coat and pulled out the hinged frame that held the daguerreotype.


    He unfolded the frame and held it out for Johnson to inspect. “You ever seen the woman before? Her daughter hired me to find her. She’s much older now. Around sixty. Graying hair. Plumper figure.” Or at least that was how Mrs. Radcliffe had described her appearance from fifteen years ago.


    Johnson moved over to the office window and angled the photograph toward the light. “There’s something familiar about her. Give me a minute. It’ll come to me. I never—”


    “Forget a face.” Philip finished for him, a grin in his voice. “I know. That’s why I asked.”


    Johnson’s gaze roved over the beams in the ceiling. His mouth moved silently as if he were scouring the pages of a mail-order catalog in his brain, searching for a match.


    The quiet thump of horseshoes on hard-packed dirt moved Philip’s attention from Johnson to the stableboy leading Steele to the front of the livery.


    “Here’s yer horse, mister.”


    Philip stepped out to meet the lad and flipped him a coin. “Thanks.”


    The kid grabbed it out of the air, a smile stretching across his face as he handed over the reins.


    A clap echoed from the office. “I got it!” The booming voice caused Steele to toss his head, but Philip patted his neck, and the animal settled.


    Johnson strode through the doorway, tapping the glass on the frame in triumph. “Iris Hood. I knew I’d seen that face before. She bought a horse from me about seven or eight years ago. Real particular she was, too. Wanted a gentle mount that would be good for a novice rider yet one that was young enough to have some spirit. Sold her a three-year-old black filly with a sweet disposition. Perfect for a young lady. I’d been plannin’ to take that filly to auction and sell to the highest bidder, but Miz Hood offered top dollar. No sense draggin’ the horse to market if I had a buyer willing to pay my askin’ price here at home.”


    Philip’s pulse kicked into a trot as he reached for the frame. His first real lead!


    “Does she live around these parts?”


    Johnson shrugged. “Don’t think so. Leastwise, I don’t recall ever seein’ her after that day.”


    Still, he had a name, very likely the alias Flora had been living under since she left Houston. He could search with more than just an outdated photograph now.


    “Sorry I couldn’t help more.”


    Philip regarded the man before him, almost expecting to see a halo glowing above his dusty work hat. “You helped a great deal. Thank you.”


    He tucked the daguerreotype into his coat pocket, shook Johnson’s hand, then climbed into the saddle with a prayer of gratitude in his heart—not only for a man with a memory for faces but for the Lord who led him to this livery.


    Continue directing my steps, he prayed as he nudged Steele into a trot and headed west to Law’s Chapel. Twenty minutes later, he dismounted in front of a small brick church that boasted a white steeple. A black buggy parked on the side of the building gave Philip hope that he might find someone inside.


    He knocked on the dark wood door, then tried the handle. It opened easily. “Hello?” Philip stepped inside, raising a hand to remove his hat as he did so. “Anybody here?”


    The shutters on the windows stood open, letting the morning sunlight dance across the polished shine on the dark wood of the pews and floorboards.


    “Parson?” The click of Philip’s boots echoed loudly in the empty sanctuary as he walked down the aisle.


    Walls painted white drew his attention upward, where a large cross hung on the wall behind the pulpit. A movement outside the window to his left grabbed his attention, and he turned. A man in a wide-brimmed hat worked among the tombstones in the adjacent cemetery, hoeing weeds from around the gravesites.


    Philip hurried outside, slapping his hat back on his head as he made his way to the graveyard.


    When he neared the man, he called out to alert him of his presence. “Excuse me, sir? I’m looking for the parson.”


    The man stopped his work and pulled a handkerchief from his pocket to dab at his forehead before he responded. When he met Philip’s gaze, though, a smile of welcome spread across his face. “You found him. What can I do for you, young man?”


    The preacher looked to be middle-aged—not many lines in his face but a few streaks of gray in his beard.


    “I was wondering if you might know of any circuit-riding preachers in these parts.”


    “Young Arlo Carlson took over my route five years ago when I accepted the position of full-time minister here at Law’s Chapel. He won’t be back in town for another two weeks, though, I’m afraid. Is there something I can help you with?”


    “Maybe so.” Especially if he used to ride the circuit himself. Philip pulled the daguerreotype from his pocket, unfolded the frame, and handed the likeness to the minister. “I’m looking for this woman. Her daughter is seeking a reunion and hired me to locate her. I have reason to believe that she lives somewhere in this area. You might know her as Iris Hood.”


    The furrows that had formed across the minister’s brow cleared the moment Philip said the name.


    “Mrs. Hood. Of course! I didn’t recognize her at first. She’s changed a good deal since this photograph was taken.”


    “You know her?” Philip’s pulse kicked into a gallop.


    The man nodded. “Indeed. I saw her every third week when I traveled to Queen City.” His brow scrunched. “She was a rather unusual woman. Met me every Lord’s Day at the steps of the church, a good hour before services began. Gave me her tithe and asked me to pray for the protection of her and her kin. Then she’d leave. I got the impression that she hungered for worship and community with God’s people, but no matter how many times I invited her to stay for services, she always refused. Said she was needed elsewhere.” He shrugged. “I thought she might be tending to an invalid relative who couldn’t be left alone for any significant length of time. I honored her wishes and prayed for her and her kin regularly. I still do on occasion, whenever the Lord lays her on my heart.”


    “Did you ever visit her at her home?” Please, Lord.


    The parson shook his head. “No. I did ask for her direction, offering to pay a call on her after services, but she just smiled and told me the Lord knew where she was and that was enough.” He shook his head, a slightly bemused gleam in his eye. “Her faith was certainly unconventional, but I could tell it was real.”


    Philip glanced back to where he left his horse, suddenly eager to be on his way. “Queen City?”


    “Yes. Take the north road out of Atlanta and follow the rail lines. It’s only about three miles.”


    Philip pumped the man’s hand. “You might have just saved a life today, Parson. Thank you!”


    The man chuckled. “I don’t know about that. But I do think it would be good for Mrs. Hood to reunite with her daughter.” He drew himself into a more pious pose. “As Paul taught in his second letter to the Corinthians, we’ve all been given the ministry of reconciliation. May the Lord bless your efforts in that regard.”


    “Doors are startin’ to open, Parson. I can only trust that he will continue leading me in the way that I should go.”


    “I pray he will, son.”


    “Thank you. With the road I have ahead of me, I’m gonna need all the prayer I can get.”

  


  
    5


    [image: ]


    CASS COUNTY, TEXAS, WEST OF QUEEN CITY


    Letty leaned over her horse’s neck and urged her to greater speed. “Come on, Shadow. Fly!”


    The black mare needed little encouragement. She enjoyed racing through the forest as much as Letty did. Rusty bounded through the trees on a parallel path, his reddish-brown fur blending with the tree trunks and making him hard to spot. A fact she appreciated after last week’s scare.


    She’d avoided the ridge all week and did her best to discourage Rusty from roaming in that direction, though controlling a wolf’s movements was about as easy as controlling where rain would fall. He howled incessantly if she tied him up in the yard and paced with clicking nails all night when she brought him inside. Grandmother had insisted she quit trying to stifle the animal and just let him roam where he willed. Rather ironic since Grandmother had been stifling Letty’s movements for the majority of her life. Although, to be fair, those boundaries only walled her off from people. Grandmother gave her free rein to explore the miles of woods surrounding their home. She hadn’t even suggested that Letty forgo her morning rides after her encounter with the loggers.


    Shadow knew the trail well and galloped through the trees until she reached the small stream that served as their finish line. With a graceful leap, the mare soared over the shallow ravine. For a single heartbeat, all of Letty’s troubles suspended as she floated in midair, the sweet taste of liberty dancing through her blood. Then hooves met earth, rear met saddle, and the burdens of reality fell back upon her shoulders.


    “Good girl, Shadow.” Letty leaned forward and patted her mare’s neck, trying to hold on to that feeling of flying for just a moment longer. But as the horse slowed, and the wind against her face weakened, the worries she’d been outrunning caught up to her.


    Every moment of the last fifteen years had been leading up to the day she turned twenty-one. The day they returned to Houston and a life she barely remembered. A life she wasn’t sure she wanted anymore. Cloudy memories of a big house, servants, and rooms filled with shiny things offered little enticement. She much preferred a cozy cottage surrounded by God’s creation over a society that judged women by their beauty, connections, and ability to converse about the weather.


    Grandmother had been trying to prepare her to reenter the world she’d left behind. Educating her in the classics, bringing home newspapers so they could discuss current events, thumbing through fashion magazines. Letty enjoyed their spirited debates, especially on the topics of women’s suffrage and child-labor reform, but the more she learned about the outside world, the less attractive it became.


    When cornered, Letty would admit that there were a few aspects of society she’d likely enjoy. Large bathtubs filled with water hot from built-in pipes. Ice cream parlors. Donning a pretty dress and dancing with a handsome gentleman. Dancing with Grandmother outside their cabin while Rusty howled along to whatever tune Grandmother hummed usually ended with both women hunkered in laughter. What would it be like to hear the strains of a real orchestra while gliding around an elegant ballroom? Although, she imagined she would enjoy square dancing in a barn with a kindhearted cowboy just as much. Maybe more.


    In truth, the only thing that truly drew her to Houston was the thought of seeing her mother again. But even that was fraught with uncertainty. Fifteen years with no communication. No affection. No comforting touch or shared smiles. Grandmother did her best to keep Mama’s memory alive in Letty’s mind, talking about her often, sharing opinions she thought her mother would hold on the food they were eating or the articles they read. They mentioned Mama in their prayers, and Letty wished her goodnight by blowing a kiss to the photograph on the mantel every night before going to bed, a habit Grandmother had encouraged from the time she’d been small.


    Letty did her best to hold on to the fuzzy memories, but when she’d left after the fire, it felt like Mama had died, just like Daddy before her. Did Mama feel the same about her? Had they grown so far apart that no amount of time would restore the closeness they’d once shared? What if Letty proved to be a disappointment? Unfit for society. An embarrassment.


    What if . . . Letty swallowed, the gentle swaying of her horse unable to soothe the sharp jabs of the dark thoughts she’d battled for years. What if Mama had married someone else, started a new family, and no longer had any need for a discarded daughter? She rubbed the aching spot on her chest that took to throbbing whenever those old insecurities found a crack in her defenses.


    Rusty suddenly appeared on their path, tongue lolling, eyes dancing as if sunshine and a good run were all he needed to make him happy. The ache in her chest lessened just a bit as the corner of her mouth edged upward.


    Thanks for the reminder, Lord.


    Worrying about tomorrow only served to steal the joy from today. And this day was far too fine to squander. Letty turned Shadow toward home and let her eyes drift closed as an autumn breeze rustled through the pines.


    I feel like Abram, embarking on a journey into the unknown. I freely admit that I have no idea what’s best for me, for my family, for the businesses Daddy built and all the people those companies employ. Grandmother’s done her best to prepare me, but I know I’m not ready. I’m too young, too inexperienced, too . . . afraid of disappointing the people who depend on me. I need you, Lord. More than I’ve ever—


    Rusty’s bark interrupted her prayer and snapped her eyes open in time to see him dash off toward home. Shadow tensed and champed at her bit. Had Rusty set her off, or had something else spooked her?


    Letty scanned the trees for danger, her instincts flaring. Something was definitely wrong. But what?


    Shadow lurched into a canter, and Letty let her run. An unseen urgency pushed her from behind, like a hand to her back.


    Was this the Spirit’s nudging that Grandmother had told her about? Letty heard no message spoken in divine words, but a compulsion to hurry built inside her. One that couldn’t be ignored. She needed to get home. Now.


    Shadow burst out of the trees, and Letty got her first look at the cabin. Rusty pawed at the front door as if trying to get inside. As soon as Letty drew close enough, she reined Shadow in and slid from the saddle. Rusty bounded sideways and jumped, planting his front paws on the window. Letty ran up behind him, placing a hand on his back. That’s when she saw her grandmother, fallen on the floor by the kitchen table, a bowl overturned with shelled peas strewn about like beads from a broken necklace.


    “Grandmother!”


    Letty flung open the door and ran inside. Heart racing, she dropped to the floor where her grandmother lay crumpled on her side and took hold of her hand.


    “Grandmother?” She patted her hand with sharp taps. “Can you hear me? It’s Letty. Open your eyes.” Please open your eyes. I can’t lose you, too.


    Grandmother moaned, her body moving slightly as her eyes fluttered open. “Letty? Wh-what happened?”


    “I don’t know. I just got home and found you on the floor. Can you sit up?” She wrapped a supportive arm around the older lady’s shoulders and started lifting her off the floor.


    Grandmother tried to bat Letty’s hands away, but the swats held no strength. “Of course I can sit up. I just . . .” Her breathing grew ragged as she struggled to rise. “Need . . . to catch . . . my breath.”


    Letty set her chin. “What you need is a doctor.” Using the table as leverage, she shouldered her grandmother’s weight and managed to get them both onto their feet.


    “No doctor.” Grandmother wobbled, though whether the cause was dizziness or a lack of strength, Letty couldn’t determine. “I’ll not put you at risk. It’s just . . . indigestion. I’ll be fine after a nap.”


    How many bouts of “indigestion” had her grandmother suffered lately without telling her? Knowing how stubborn and protective her grandmother was, Letty figured it was safe to assume there’d been several.


    Arguing would serve no purpose at the moment, so Letty said nothing, just helped her grandmother to the bedroom.


    “Sit down here.” Letty lowered her grandmother to the mattress of the large bed they shared, not liking the paleness of her skin. “I’ll take off your shoes and unpin your hair so you can have a nice long rest, all right?”


    “Don’t need to fuss,” Grandmother insisted, her words slow and deliberate, as if they commanded all the energy at her disposal.


    Letty hurried to make her grandmother as comfortable as possible, even as her panicked mind tried to piece together a plan.


    They needed help. Medical help. Yet they also needed to stay hidden.


    No, not they. She needed to stay hidden. People in town knew Iris Hood. Sending a doctor to tend to her might give away the precise location of their cabin, but if Letty stayed in the woods, no one need ever know that Iris had a granddaughter. It could work.


    It had to work.


    Her grandmother began to slump. Letty caught her and assisted her down to the pillow. She lifted her feet onto the bed and tucked them beneath a lightweight quilt.


    “Rest, Grandmother. I’ll take care of everything.” She leaned down and placed a kiss on her grandmother’s forehead.


    “You’re a . . . good girl . . . Letty. I love you.”


    Tears rushed to her eyes, but Letty blinked them back. “I love you, too.”


    “Everything . . . fine.” Grandmother’s eyes slid closed. “You’ll . . . see.”


    The moment her grandmother slipped into sleep, Letty rushed from the room, nearly tripping over Rusty in the process. He whined, the sound so mournful, her chest ached. She patted his head and rubbed his ears. “Stay with her, boy. I don’t want her to be alone.”


    Rusty padded over to the bed, his nails clicking on the wooden floor. When he reached the rag rug at the edge of the bed, he circled once, then lay down. His head remained up, though, his gaze on Grandmother as if he understood the vigil he’d been assigned to keep.


    Letty pulled her hood low over her forehead and wrapped her cape more securely around the dark-green calico of her dress. She’d never ridden to town, but she knew the road Grandmother took every other week. Trees lined it on either side. She need not ride out in the open.


    She couldn’t fetch the doctor herself. Not only because it would reveal her existence and threaten everything Grandmother had fought to protect, but she had no idea who he was or if Queen City even had a physician. She could fetch someone else, though. Someone who knew the town and understood her need for confidentiality. Grandmother’s sole ally. The coconspirator who helped them send letters and photographs to her mama. Stewart Darby. Senior porter at the T&P Depot and one of Grandmother’s childhood friends. Letty had been instructed that if anything ever happened to her grandmother, she was to seek out Mr. Darby at the train station.


    Well, something had happened.


    Letty strode out of the cabin and closed the door behind her. Her fingers trembled as she reached for Shadow’s reins, and her stomach clenched as she climbed into the saddle.


    How many times had she longed to visit Queen City? To attend school with other children. To make friends. To pretend she was a normal girl instead of one being hunted for her fortune. Yet as she turned Shadow east, her heart pounded so hard the beats poked holes in her courage.


    Glancing back at the cabin, Letty inhaled a shaky breath and shored up her resolve. Grandmother needed help. After all the woman had done for her over the years, Letty would not fail her now that the time had come to return the favor.


    Facing forward in the saddle, Letty clicked her tongue and set off for town.
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    Philip swallowed his impatience and strolled into the third general store on Houston Street. For a small town, Queen City had an abundance of mercantile shops. The first one he’d selected had featured a display of gardening implements and seed packets, practical items that should be of interest to someone wanting to live away from town. Yet the owner recognized neither Iris Hood’s name nor her photograph. The next store sported baking paraphernalia in its window—pots, pans, bowls, utensils, all displayed atop a brand-new cookstove. Several women perused the shop, but the clerk working the counter had only lived in town a few months and hadn’t heard of Mrs. Hood. This one specialized in readymade clothes, fabrics, and shoes. If he struck out here as well, he’d be stuck going door-to-door. Not a cheerful prospect for a man in a hurry.


    Making his way to the counter, Philip tallied the customers as he went. A Pinkerton learned to keep track of the various players in any room he entered, analyze potential threats, and catalog information that might prove important should trouble arise.


    A man in a suit befitting a banker perused a case of ladies’ gloves to Philip’s right. Shopping for a gift for his wife, perhaps? Likely a family man, then. Slender build, no gun belt or bulge in his coat to indicate a concealed weapon. Pale skin, well-pressed trousers. Not a man to get his hands dirty. Would probably cower behind the display case should danger manifest. A couple of ladies, possibly mother and daughter, stood near the back of the store, engaged in a spirited debate regarding the merits of blue flowers on brown fabric versus yellow flowers on blue fabric. Trouble could definitely erupt from that corner, but Philip doubted it would reach lethal proportions. The fellow in red flannel scowling at the price tag on a pair of boots in the shoe aisle proved the most menacing figure of the bunch. Brawny physique, weathered skin, dirt-encrusted pant legs. He matched the look of the worn saddle on the dark bay tied at the hitching post outside. The one with a hunting rifle in the scabbard.


    Reaching the counter, Philip angled his position so he’d be able to catch movement in his peripheral vision should Flannel Man require attention, then tugged on the brim of his hat and dipped his chin in deference to the silver-haired clerk smiling in his direction.


    “Howdy. What can I do you for?” The man’s waxed mustache curled at the ends, the whimsical style matching the twinkle in his eyes.


    Philip grinned in return. “I’m hoping you can help me find someone. A woman named Iris Hood. Her daughter hired me to find her.” He reached into his coat pocket to retrieve the daguerreotype. “This is an old photograph, but you might recognize the woman’s face.”


    The clerk held up a hand and shook his head. “Don’t need the picture. I’m well acquainted with Iris. Used to come in here once a year to buy shoes. For a girl. Said they were a gift for a family member. Never saw a child with her, so I reckon she was shippin’ them off somewhere. Iris wasn’t much for conversation. Did her business, then went on her way.” The clerk took a cloth and idly wiped down the counter. “Don’t see her as regular anymore. I’m guessin’ whatever feet she’d been shoeing quit growin’. Bought a bolt of dark red wool from me a couple years back, though. Seemed an odd purchase since I’d never seen her wear any colors other than blue, green, or brown, but her eyes lit up when she found it. I remember asking what she planned to make with it, and in true Iris Hood fashion, she smiled, leaned over the counter, and whispered, ‘It’s a secret.’” The clerk shook his head and chuckled. “That woman is somethin’ else.”


    A touch of red seeped into the shopkeeper’s cheeks, making it clear why he’d remembered so many details about the reclusive Iris Hood. The man was smitten. And smitten men tended to notice details others ignored. Exactly what Philip needed.


    “Does she live in town?”


    The clerk shook his pomaded head at the same time that hinges creaked on the shop door. Philip twisted enough to catch a glimpse of who had entered the store. Another flannel fella, only this one wore a sling over his arm.


    “Rumor has it she lives up on the ridge west of town, but no one seems to know exactly where.” The shopkeeper turned his attention to the newcomer. “Hey, Kauffman. You ever seen a cabin out near the loggin’ camp? Up on the ridge maybe?” He turned back to Philip. “Kauffman and Parker are part of the crew cuttin’ timber along the Black Bayou.”


    “You mean the haunted ridge?” Kauffman’s eyes widened, and he gave a little shudder. “Nothin’ lives up there but wolves and ghosts.”


    Philip swiveled to face the lumberman, leaning an arm on the counter. “Ghosts?”


    Kauffman nodded, not the slightest hint of teasing in his gaze. “Saw one of ’em with my own eyes. A floating specter came screeching out of the woods and spooked my horse. The critter threw me and busted up my arm. That she-spirit cursed me. Doc says I can’t work for six weeks.”


    She-spirit?


    Flannel Man marched out from the aisle he’d been in, a different pair of boots in hand than the ones he’d been examining when Philip last saw him. His scowl darkened as he dropped the boots onto the counter with a thud.


    “Parker can vouch for me.” Kauffman slapped the man on the back with his good arm. “He was there. Tell him I ain’t makin’ it up, Park.”


    The man called Parker shrugged away from Kauffman’s hand. “I don’t know what I saw, but it weren’t no ghost. Ain’t no such thing, and any man who says otherwise is a fool.”


    Kauffman glared at his companion and moved a step away from him. His chin jutted out, and his jaw took on a stubborn tilt. “Call me a fool if ya want, but I know what I saw. And what I heard.” He turned back to Philip, his expression growing more animated as he warmed to his tale. “We was up on the ridge huntin’ a wolf Parker had spotted, but the thing seemed to disappear into thin air whenever we got close. It coulda been a ghost, too, but more’n likely it was just under the protection of that she-spirit. One minute all was quiet as we tried to decide whether to continue the hunt or return to camp, and the next, a wraith flew out of the trees, shrieking like a banshee. Her blood-stained cape fluttered on the wind, flappin’ in the horses’ faces and causin’ them to rear.”


    Parker slapped three dollars onto the counter, grumbling under his breath. “If you’d been able to sit your horse with any skill, we might’ve been able to take down that wolf. He was running alongside your ghost-girl like some kind of pet. I could have shot him if I hadn’t had to stop and pick your broken carcass up off the ground. You were bellyaching so loud I thought you was dyin’.”


    Kauffman’s eyes narrowed. “Well, if you hadn’t been so obsessed with shootin’ that wolf, we coulda been havin’ a drink at the saloon instead of ridin’ the haunted ridge. Which means it’s your fault I broke my arm and can’t work for the next month and a half.”


    “My fault?” Parker’s voice vibrated the rafters. “How is your inability to sit a horse my fault?”


    “I can sit a horse just—”


    “Gentlemen!” The store clerk rounded the counter with surprising speed for a fellow who looked to be in his sixties. After shooting an apologetic glance toward the scandalized ladies who had abandoned their fabric debate to gawk at the goings-on at the front of the store, the proprietor shooed the loggers toward the exit. “It sounds like the two of you had quite the adventure. The boys around the corner at the livery are always lookin’ for a good yarn. I bet they’d get a kick out of your ghost story, Kauffman. And, Parker, I hear tell Gregor Samuels has had some trouble with wolves out his way. You might stop by his old man’s hardware shop and see if Gregor might be amenable to lettin’ you hunt his land, if wolves are what you’re after.”


    The men groused and grumbled, but they didn’t resist the shooing. They stalked off in different directions, too, as soon as they cleared the doorway. Hopefully to cool off. Philip kept an eye on Kauffman, noting that he did, in fact, turn the corner at the edge of the block.


    Eager for an excuse to make his own departure, Philip tipped his hat to the helpful clerk and murmured his thanks as he edged away from the counter.


    The clerk raised a hand in farewell. “If you track Iris down, tell her Will Cosgrove sends his regards.”


    Philip grinned. “I’ll do that.”


    Renewed optimism brought a spring to Philip’s step as he stepped out onto the boardwalk. He’d found Flora Anderson! Well, technically, he’d found her base of operations, not the lady herself, but it was only a matter of time. And he was pretty certain he’d just uncovered evidence of Scarlett Radcliffe as well. A female ghost in a bloody cape roaming the woods? Kauffman’s specter sounded an awful lot like a young woman who liked to wear red hooded cloaks. One who apparently kept company with wolves. He wasn’t quite sure what to make of that particular tidbit, but he figured a girl who’d been forced to grow up in isolation would be hungry for whatever companionship she could find.


    Breaking into a jog, Philip turned south on First Street, wanting to catch up with Kauffman. Between the two loggers who’d been on the ridge, Kauffman seemed the more likely to provide the information Philip sought. Thankfully, he hadn’t flown the coop. A man in a sling strode down the street a few yards ahead of him, veering toward a pair of old-timers playing checkers atop an upturned barrel.


    “Hey, Kauffman,” Philip called before his quarry could become enmeshed in another conversation. “Hold up!”


    Kauffman glanced over his shoulder, his face still red with temper. “What do you want?”


    Philip slowed and manufactured his best commiserative expression. “I just wanted to say that I think that other fella was out of line. Any man can fall off a horse when caught by surprise. It’s happened to me more than once.” When he was a kid, but he’d not make that distinction. Besides, he wasn’t so arrogant as to believe it couldn’t happen to him. Given the right set of circumstances, even the most experienced horseman could lose his seat.


    Some of the belligerence eased from Kauffman’s features. “Thanks.”


    Philip dropped his voice and glanced around as if ensuring no one could overhear. “I was hoping you could give me directions to the haunted ridge. I’d like to try to find your wraith. See her for myself.”


    “Shoot. Only a crazy man would want to meet a ghost.”


    Philip shrugged. “Might be my only chance.”


    Kauffman shook his head. “Don’t say I didn’t warn ya.” He pointed north with his good arm. “Go up to the depot and take the road by the old ironworks. Follow that a couple miles out of town. You’ll come to a fork. Take the path that leads to the right. It ain’t much more than a set of wagon ruts, but it leads up to the ridge. When the path disappears, you’re on your own, but you’ll be deep enough in the woods by then to do your searchin’.”


    Philip tipped his hat. “Much obliged.”


    Kauffman nodded in return. “Just don’t shoot at her wolves. She don’t take too kindly to that.”


    “Good advice. Thanks.” Philip backed away, eager to fetch Steele and be on his way.


    Before he could make it back to Houston Street, a man in a station agent’s uniform ran across First a block north of Philip’s position and disappeared into a small building. Odd for a trainman to leave his post. Especially in such a small town where one man handled all the ticketing, telegraph, and baggage duties on his own. Intrigued, Philip continued down the road, lengthening his stride until he reached the building.


    They’d already determined that Flora Anderson had to have an ally at a railroad depot, someone who could slip envelopes and photographs into unsuspecting passengers’ bags. The station agent he’d just spotted could very well be that ally. So what had the man so bothered?


    Philip drew near enough to hear voices filter into the street through the door that had been left open.


    “Please, Doc, I don’t have time to explain. You just gotta come. I think her heart gave out.”


    “This is quite irregular. How could you possibly know that Mrs. Hood collapsed in her home? I can’t afford to go traipsing off on a wild goose chase when I might be needed here. Mrs. Ellmore’s baby is due any day. I promised her husband I’d not travel any more than absolutely necessary. After losing their first to a stillbirth, they’re terrified they might lose this one as well.”


    “I’m sorry about the Ellmores. Truly. But it’ll only take an hour. Two at most. Surely you can spare that. I’ll drive you there myself. My son’s covering the station for me.”


    “How do you even know where to go? From what I hear, Mrs. Hood is fiercely protective of her privacy. No one knows precisely where she lives. For all I know this could be some elaborate ruse to get me away from town so you can do me in.”


    “Oh for heaven’s sake. Why would I possibly want to do you in?” The man fairly growled in frustration. “Iris and I were schoolmates as children, if you must know. I was the one who bought the old hunting cabin she lives in so she’d have a place away from town. A messenger showed up at the station a few minutes ago and told me of her collapse. Now, please, let’s go.”


    “All right, all right. Quit your badgering, Darby. I’ll fetch my bag.”


    “Thank you. I’ll collect my son’s wagon and team and be back in five minutes.”


    Philip immediately pivoted and started walking back the way he’d come, keeping his stride casual and unhurried. He doubted Mr. Darby would pay him any attention in his agitated state, but the more anonymity Philip preserved, the better. Besides, he needed to retrieve Steele if he was going to tail the doctor’s wagon.


    It seemed he’d secured himself a guide to Flora Anderson’s hideaway. He just prayed it hadn’t come at the expense of her life.
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    Keeping her hood pulled low over her face, Letty scurried away from the depot. She ducked behind a vacant factory building and ran until she reached the protection of the trees. Slowing only slightly, she wove through the pines until she reached the place where she’d tethered Shadow, a position deep enough into the woods to ensure she’d not be visible from town.


    Her feet finally stopped, but her pulse refused to slow. Pressing a hand to her chest, she leaned against the trunk of a tree and squeezed her eyes shut. She’d done it! She’d found Mr. Darby. Thank the Lord there’d been no train at the station. Passengers on the platform would have complicated matters, spawning questions and creating potential witnesses. As it was, she’d had to wait on a man to finish sending a telegram, but she’d managed to stay hidden until he left. She’d avoided the main waiting room and, instead, slipped around to the freight entrance. Creeping in from the rear, she’d hidden between luggage carts and stacks of crates until it was safe to emerge.


    Mr. Darby had recognized her at once. Probably from the photographs Grandmother had given him to smuggle to her mother over the years. His eyebrows had arched into his hat brim, and he’d immediately flipped the Closed sign over his window and exited the ticket office. He’d ushered her into a storage room of some sort and closed the door behind them. She’d reached for her knife, the suddenness of being trapped in a room with a man she didn’t know instigating a moment of panic, but his eyes radiated only concern when he turned to face her.


    “It’s Flora, isn’t it? What happened? Is she alive?”


    It had taken all her fortitude not to fall apart during her explanation. Thankfully, Mr. Darby hadn’t pressed for too many details. He’d confirmed Grandmother’s location, her symptoms, and her condition from when Letty had last seen her, then ushered Letty out of the station through a side door, promising to fetch the doctor.


    Slumping against the tree at her back, Letty wrapped her arms around her midsection and dipped her chin to her chest. She’d done everything in her power to help her grandmother. The rest was out of her control.


    Please, Lord, don’t let Grandmother die.


    Her heart squeezed at the thought of being left alone. No one to talk to. No one to laugh with. No one who would take her by the hand and offer assurances that she could handle whatever trouble awaited her return home.


    A tear moistened her lashes, but Letty clenched her jaw and brushed the offending droplet away with a swipe of her thumb. This wasn’t the time to mourn. This was the time to fight. The time to heal. And the time to trust the One who held life in the palm of his hand.


    Pushing away from the tree, Letty sniffed to clear away the last of her self-pity, then mounted Shadow and set her eyes on the path ahead. She nudged her mare into a gentle lope and headed for home, careful to conceal herself in the trees along the way.


    She made it to the cabin without incident and immediately went inside to check on her grandmother. Rusty lifted his head at her entrance, then padded over and wiggled his head under her hand as if seeking consolation. She gave it gladly, crouching down to hug his neck and rub his fur.


    “How is she, boy?” Her voice cracked a bit as she forced herself to rise and approach the bed.


    Rusty whined softly but stayed glued to her side, his steadfastness a balm to her bruised spirit. Letty’s hand quivered as she reached for her grandmother’s shoulder. She kept her touch featherlight, not wanting to disturb, just wanting to ensure the woman still lived. Grandmother lay on her side, curled into a ball, face half-hidden beneath the covers. It was nearly impossible to make out any rise and fall of her chest. But when Letty’s hand settled softly atop the blanket, Grandmother stirred slightly, and the breath Letty had been holding whooshed out in a burst of gratitude.


    Thank you, God!


    “Letty?” A gravelly voice that sounded nothing like her feisty grandmother rattled in the stillness of the room a moment before her eyes fluttered open.


    “I’m here.” Letty sat on the edge of the mattress and clasped the hand that had shown her how to knead bread, sew a straight seam, and skin a rabbit. The limpness in those capable fingers made her chest ache.


    Fighting back tears, she forced a smile to her face. “I found Mr. Darby at the depot. He’s fetching a doctor and will be here soon.”


    Grandmother tried to wag her head, but Letty cut off her objection before she could speak it. “I was careful. I promise. No one saw me. And no one will see me out here, either. I’ll hide in the trees while the doctor is tending you. You don’t have to worry about me.”


    “Take photo . . . from . . . mantel.”


    “I will.” Letty squeezed her hand. “You rest now. I’ll take care of everything.” Only fair since Grandmother had been taking care of everything for the past fifteen years.


    “Be . . . careful.”


    Letty smiled. “Always.”


    Grandmother’s eyelids drooped closed again, and Letty bent to drop a kiss onto her silver hair. “I love you.”


    Knowing she didn’t have much time before Mr. Darby and the doctor arrived, Letty hurried through the cabin, hiding anything that might hint at her existence. She stuffed her mother’s wedding photo into the chest at the end of their bed and cleaned up the spilled peas, so no one need wonder how Grandmother got herself into bed, then unsaddled Shadow, gave her a quick brush, and turned her out into the paddock. Finally, she called to Rusty and disappeared with him into the trees. The moment the doctor left, she’d return to Grandmother’s side. Hopefully, Mr. Darby would be clever enough to jot down some notes and leave them where she could find them, so she’d know what kind of care to administer.


    It took a few minutes to find a vantage point that offered a clear view of the cabin through the trees, but she managed to secure a position that would hide her well enough while letting her keep an eye on things at the same time. She settled herself on an exposed root and leaned back against the trunk behind her. Barely five minutes passed before a wagon rolled into view.


    A growl rumbled in Rusty’s throat, but Letty wrapped her arm around his neck and urged him to stay.


    “Easy. They’re here to help.”


    Tension radiated through the wolf, but he obeyed her command, sitting on his haunches at Letty’s side.


    “Good boy.” She loosened her grip, holding him more for comfort now than restraint.


    Mr. Darby pulled his team to a halt and hopped off the wagon before the doctor could gather his medical bag. Darby scuttled toward the house, calling out in a loud voice, “Iris? It’s Stewart. I’m coming in.” Despite the dramatic announcement, he took his time opening the front door.


    Letty’s heart warmed. The warning had been for her, not for Grandmother. He was giving her plenty of time to hide or scurry out the back door in case his arrival had trapped her in the house. Grandmother had been right about him. Loyal to the core.


    She wished she could have had the chance to get to know him before their frantic meeting today. He seemed like a man worth knowing. Maybe once she was free of her uncle’s threats, she could come back to Queen City and thank him for all his help. Perhaps meet his family. Grandmother said he and his wife had three children and eight grandchildren, the latter of which ranged in age from four to sixteen. How she’d love to meet them. Maybe even develop the kind of sibling-esque relationship with them that Grandmother enjoyed with Mr. Darby.


    As she watched the station agent and the doctor disappear into the cabin, Letty encouraged her mind to linger on the stories Grandmother had told about Stewart and his older sister Amelia, in hopes that the memories would distract her from worrying about what the doctor might be discovering about his newest patient.


    Like the time Stewart chased a rabbit under a fence and into the domain of the prize bull of Red River County. Grandmother said her heart froze on the spot when she spied her best friend’s little brother staring down a thousand-pound longhorn less than twenty yards away.


    Amelia had been too panicked to think clearly and had run off to fetch her father. Flora stayed behind, talking to Stewart, and trying to keep him calm as she positioned herself to draw the bull’s attention. She’d circled to a spot on the bull’s left, climbed the fence, and entered the pen. She waved her arms, yelled, and even threw a rock at the bull’s flank before she finally got him to look her way. When the bull charged, she screamed at Stewart to run, then sprinted back the way she’d come. Grandmother had a thin scar on her calf where one of the bull’s horns had caught her as she ducked between the fence rails.


    Facing that bull together had forged a bond between Flora and Stewart, one that still existed half a century later. As much as Letty wanted to be at her grandmother’s side, she knew she could trust Mr. Darby to be there in her stead. To protect her as Grandmother had once protected him.


    Even so, waiting still proved dreadfully difficult. She wanted to be helping, not hiding. Yet hiding was exactly what Grandmother would wish her to do. That fact eased the guilt somewhat but did little to mitigate her worry.


    Heal her, Lord. Please. I’m not ready to say good-bye. I need—


    Rusty’s head came up, jerking Letty out of her prayer. The wolf scrambled to his feet, pulling away from her arm. His throat rumbled a low warning as he took a step, not toward the cabin but deeper into the woods behind them.


    “What is it?” Letty rose slowly and reached for the knife at her waist, pulling it from its sheath and gripping the hilt. “Do you hear something?”


    She peered into the trees, searching for anything that didn’t belong. Whatever was out there had sense enough to approach from the downwind side, hiding its scent from Rusty. It could be a small predator raising Rusty’s hackles—a skunk or a bobcat. Yet instinct insisted she not dismiss the warning. The predator stalking her could very well walk on two legs, not four.


    Running for the shelter of the house wasn’t an option this time, which meant she could either run deeper into the woods and hope she was fleeter of foot than whomever waited in the trees, or she could make her stand here.


    Not wanting to leave her grandmother, she braced her feet apart and tightened her grip on her knife. “Show yourself! I know you’re out there.”


    But she really hoped she was wrong. The skunk option sounded better by the second.


    A movement caught her eye to her left. One that revealed a creature far too tall to be a skunk.


    A man stepped out from behind a tree, his hands raised. He looked nothing like the loggers she’d encountered. He wore dark-brown trousers with a tan vest and a buckskin coat. A wide-brimmed planter-style hat sat on his head, covering hair too short to show beneath the brim. He wore a gun, but his upraised hands indicated he had no immediate plans to use it.


    She lifted her chin. “This is private property. You need to leave.”


    His gaze shifted down to Rusty before climbing back to her face. “I mean you no harm, miss. And if you still want me to leave after you read the letter I brought you, I will.”


    Letter? No one knew she was here. It had to be a trick.


    “It’s in my pocket. Is it all right if I reach for it?” He pointed a finger toward the opening of his coat.


    “Stop!” She stepped toward him, holding her knife in front of her. Rusty snarled.


    The man slowly moved his hand back to the upright position, his gaze returning to the wolf. “All right. No reaching. Got it.”


    He waited for Rusty to stop snarling before he chanced looking at her again. His eyes were light in color, though from this distance she couldn’t make out much more than that.


    “How about if I grab my lapel and open my coat so that you can see there’s no weapon hidden inside? You can fetch the letter yourself if you want.”


    She wasn’t going anywhere near him. If she got too close, he could knock her knife away and snatch her straight off her feet. Rusty would attack, of course, but he’d be no match for a pistol.


    Letty shook her head. “If you truly mean me no harm, you’ll forget you ever saw me and leave this place.”


    She expected an argument or at the very least a scowl. What she got, however, was a smile. A rather handsome one, at that.


    “You’re smart,” he said. “And cautious. That’s good.”


    She narrowed her eyes, not wanting him to guess the delight she experienced at his compliment. “You’re slow to follow instructions. That’s bad.”


    His grin widened. “All right. I’ll head out. I left my horse by a fallen log just south of here. I’m guessing you’re familiar enough with the area to know the place I mean. I’ll leave my coat on that log. Once I’m far enough away that you feel comfortable, you can dig out the letter and decide for yourself whether or not I can be trusted. I’ll return tomorrow. If my coat’s where I left it, I’ll know I’m not welcome. If it’s not, I’ll assume it’s safe for me to come calling at the house. Sound good?”


    “The heading-out part sounded good. Let’s focus on that.”


    “Yes, ma’am.” He dipped his chin and touched the brim of his hat, then finally started moving his feet.


    He kept his hands raised for the first twenty steps or so, as if she had a gun trained on his back, then finally disappeared into the forest. Knowing precisely where the fallen tree lay, she jogged through the trees on a path parallel to the one he would take and spied on him.


    Sure enough, he took off his buckskin coat and draped it over the log before mounting a waiting horse—a beautiful gray with a black mane and tail. The stranger didn’t search the trees for signs of her, just rode away without a backward glance.


    Her gaze returned to the coat as curiosity swelled in her breast. Letter or no letter, she really ought to learn what she could about the man. He could be the greatest danger she’d faced since the fire in Houston.
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    The temptation to look over his shoulder was so strong, Philip had to clench his jaw to keep his chin aimed forward as he rode away from the secluded homestead. The detective inside him writhed at the idea of leaving his quarry behind. He’d found the Radcliffe heiress! Not a shred of doubt clouded his mind on that score. Yet finding her only fulfilled half the mission. Getting her to Houston in one piece was the main objective, and he’d not accomplish that feat without the lady’s cooperation. Giving her the freedom to choose whether or not to accept his escort provided the clearest route to gaining her trust. Too bad it also carried the biggest risk.


    She could reject him. Especially if she ignored the letter. Or worse, she could pack up what few belongings she possessed and make a run for it.


    Philip reined Steele to a walk as he found his way back to the rutted path that wound through the forest, heading back toward Queen City. He scanned the area for a place where he could keep watch for the station agent’s wagon without being seen. Spying a stream, he followed it around a bend and dismounted.


    “This is a good spot.” He patted Steele’s neck. “Plenty of water. A bit of grass. Go ahead and get comfortable. Don’t know how long this will take.”


    He reached for the canteen attached to his saddle and drank in a healthy gulp before tying the flask back down. Then he opened his saddlebag and pulled out his field glasses. He walked around to the front of his horse and gave the command for him to stand, then dropped the reins to ground tie him. Steele might move about a little to take a drink at the stream or nibble on some grass, but he’d not wander off. Even if Philip’s reconnaissance lasted multiple hours. Which it might.


    He had no idea how long the doctor’s visit would last, but he was pretty sure the girl wouldn’t make a move until she knew how her grandmother fared. Hopefully, her curiosity would get the better of her while she waited for the men to leave, and she’d read the letter of introduction her mother had written. Would Miss Radcliffe recognize her mother’s handwriting after all these years? Or would she assume it was some kind of trick perpetuated by her uncle?


    Philip found a place to sit where he could lean against a wide tree. With the trunk blocking him from the west, he’d be invisible from those traveling east on the road, but once they passed, he’d gain a clear view of them. Hopefully, his field glasses would allow him to peer into the wagon and determine if they carried a pair of stowaways in the bed. If he found no evidence of the women, he’d circle back to the cabin for a little surveillance. Make sure little Miss Radcliffe didn’t scurry away under cover of darkness.


    Her wolf might make spying a bit tricky, though. Did he roam the woods at night or stay close to the cabin? Hopefully, he was more pet than wild and wouldn’t be prowling the woods tonight.


    What kind of woman kept a pet wolf anyway? A grin tugged on the corner of his mouth as he pictured her in his mind’s eye. A feisty one, apparently. She’d stood among the pines with a strength that mimicked the trees around her. Legs braced for battle. Ferocity shooting from her gaze. Knife wielded with the confidence of one who knew how to use it. Loyal beast snarling at her side. She’d made quite the imposing figure. One that had caused him a momentary lapse of wits.


    He’d known she was nearly twenty-one, but for some reason—perhaps because Mrs. Radcliffe had spoken of her daughter more as the child she remembered than a woman grown—he’d been expecting to encounter a sheltered, innocent miss like the one he’d beheld in the last photograph, not a grown woman brimming with courage, intelligence, and determination. She’d stolen his breath. The photographs had prepared him to meet a pretty young girl, not a stunning woman. The sepia-toned images had utterly failed to capture her vibrancy. Especially that hair. Deep auburn. Like burnished copper. Her hood had hidden most of it from view, but the wind had caught a thick lock and blown it about. When a stream of sunlight found it, hair he’d thought to be brown from a distance turned into a deep mahogany.


    Philip frowned as he dug out a rock from under his hip and made his seat more comfortable. He’d had no business talking to her. Not today of all days with her grandmother ill. He’d simply meant to scout the area and confirm that the woman of the woods was in fact Scarlett Radcliffe. Even with the urgency of his mission pressing down on him, he’d known better than to approach his target while she was experiencing what had to be a personal crisis. She might be losing the only human connection she had in the world. The fear and uncertainty brought on by such an occurrence would naturally heighten her suspicion of strangers. The timing could not have been worse. Yet when that wolf of hers caught his scent, he’d been left with no choice but to reveal himself.


    He prayed she’d read the letter. Everything hinged on her willingness to trust him.


    ****


    Letty sat at the base of her lookout tree, her attention back on the cabin and her grandmother where it belonged. She draped the stranger’s coat over her lap and began to rummage through the pockets. One by one, she laid out each item she found in a semicircle on the ground around her folded legs. Not many clues for untangling the stranger’s identity. A handful of loose change totaling a dollar and thirty-five cents. A white cotton handkerchief, free of any adornment. A bit of jerky wrapped in brown paper, making her think he was a man who spent a lot of time in the saddle. A leather wallet carrying an odd set of slender metal tools. A small pocket New Testament, its leather cover worn along the spine and pages crinkled enough to testify to regular use.


    Then, of course, there was the letter. Housed in a plain white envelope with no name or address to identify its intended recipient. The stranger had insisted it belonged to her, yet she’d made a point to empty every other pocket before finally slipping it free of the pocket in the coat’s lining. Setting the coat aside, she placed the letter in her lap and smoothed a hand over it. Her heart pounded in an odd mix of anticipation and dread.


    There could be only one explanation for how a man she’d never met was certain that this letter belonged to her. He must have seen the photographs Grandmother had sent. The ones Mother took to the judge to keep Uncle Drake from claiming Letty’s inheritance.


    Every year, a photographer friend of Mr. Darby came to town and took her photograph down by the bayou. No names were exchanged, and Grandmother paid him handsomely for his willingness not to ask questions. She also paid for the glass negative, so she could ensure no proof remained behind for anyone to discover. If the man who belonged to this coat had seen the photographs, he must have been sent by her uncle.


    So why hadn’t he snatched her up on the spot? He could have easily overpowered her. Rusty might have made him leery, but the stranger had been wearing a gun. He could have dispatched her canine guard with one shot and her with a second. Uncle Drake wanted her dead, after all. Dragging a corpse back to Houston would be easier than transporting a live captive. Just toss her in a pine box and put her on a train. So why hadn’t he?


    She reached for the New Testament lying in the pine needles beside her and stroked her fingers down the front of the cover. Was this why he hadn’t killed her? Was he a man of morality? A man who feared God more than his employer? But if he was a godly man, why would he work for a scoundrel like Drake Radcliffe?


    Letty rubbed her temple. All these questions on top of her worry over Grandmother’s health were making her head throb. Rusty rubbed his head against her arm as if he sensed her need for a friend. She stroked his ears for a minute, then turned her attention back to the envelope.


    Could she trust what was written inside? The man had obviously wanted her to read it. Was it a deception or a way for her to discover the truth?


    For pity’s sake. Why was she letting a simple piece of paper intimidate her so? She’d faced down a pair of interloping loggers with guns. Found her way to town and fetched Mr. Darby. She could be decisive when called upon.


    But could she be discerning?


    Living a sequestered life left her with no experience to draw upon when it came to deciphering a person’s motives. How many times had Grandmother warned that unscrupulous people would try to take advantage of her once she returned to society? People would hide their true colors behind honeyed words in order to win her trust. Was that what this stranger was trying to do?


    Letty’s hand trembled slightly as she reached for the letter that her gut told her would change the course of her life—whether for good or ill.


    You promise to give wisdom to those who ask in faith. My faith in you is strong, Lord, but my faith in my ability to understand you is weak. Help me discern what is true.


    She collected the envelope and slowly tore the edge off the end. If she took her place as her father’s heir, she’d need to learn how to decipher truth from fiction, wisdom from folly. The only way to do that was to dive into the murky waters of ambiguity herself and gain some experience.


    Turning the envelope on end, she bowed the sides and slid the letter free. She steadied herself with a deep breath, then unfolded the page and began to read.


    Dear Mother and my most precious Scarlett,


    Letty’s chest squeezed. Mama?


    She studied the handwriting, searching for something familiar. They had so few things with them that her mother had penned. A handful of letters she had written to Grandmother after her marriage. A recipe for Letty’s favorite strawberry cake. A note written inside the cover of her favorite storybook expressing how much her mama loved her and how she would be counting the days until they saw each other again.


    The penmanship looked the same. It felt the same. Yet she wouldn’t simply accept it at face value. It could be a forgery. Or Mama could have been forced to write it under duress. Grandmother had warned her of Uncle Drake’s penchant for treachery.


    But, oh, how she hungered to feast on her mother’s words. Her eyes returned to the first line and began again.


    Dear Mother and my most precious Scarlett,


    I pray this letter reaches you before you mail your final packet. The two of you are in danger of being discovered. Drake intercepted the courier who delivered one of your parcels. While the men he hired were unable to find you three years ago, I fear that if he manages to intercept your final message, he’ll find you, and all of this horrible separation will have been for naught.


    That is why I have hired a man of my own, a Pinkerton detective who comes highly recommended for his loyalty and integrity. His name is Philip Carmichael, and I plead with you to trust him. He has vowed to bring Scarlett home to me. Stefan and I have a plan in place to protect her by removing Drake’s power to inherit. My prayer is that once he has no more to gain from her death, he will cease his hunt and turn his scheming in another direction.


    He grows more desperate every year. More obsessed with claiming Lowell’s fortune for himself. I believe he has men watching my home. More than once I’ve caught glimpses of strangers lurking in the shadows. I don’t fear for myself, though. I fear for my darling Letty.


    The nickname her mother had given her jumped off the page and straight into Letty’s heart. Oh, Mama. The words began to swim on the page as tears misted her eyes and blurred her vision. Letty rubbed them away with a harsh swipe of her sleeve, too desperate to read more of her mother’s words. A forger would not have known to call her Letty—a pet name her mother had only ever used in private. That was why Grandmother had allowed her to keep it when they created their aliases.


    My sweet girl—I pray you are well. How I’ve missed you these last years! I cannot wait to see you again, to wrap my arms around you, and to marvel at the amazing woman you’ve become. I love you with an undying love, Letty. A love that no amount of distance can dim.


    Mother—Your dedication to Letty is the hope that has kept me sane all these years. No one but you could have been trusted to raise my daughter. I know firsthand what a wonderful mother you are. If I can live with half your selflessness and devotion, I will deem my life a success. I love you, Mama.


    I’ve given Mr. Carmichael documentation that will prove he is in my employ. I implore you to listen to what he has to say. I trust him. I pray you will, too.


    Leah


    Letty lifted the empty envelope and peered inside, searching for the documents that her mother had promised, but there was nothing there. He must still have them. This Philip Carmichael person.


    A horse whinny had her lurching to her feet and reaching for her knife. Only it wasn’t the Pinkerton returning to the scene, it was Mr. Darby checking on his wagon and team. Letty released her grip on the weapon and took a few steps toward the cabin. The station agent glanced up, his gaze raking the trees. Looking for her. The doctor might decide to join him outside at any time, so she maintained her cover, but she whistled high and sharp to let Mr. Darby know she was near. His face swiveled toward the sound, then his chin dipped in a slow nod.


    Did that mean that Grandmother was all right? Please, God, may it be so.


    A few minutes later, the doctor exited the cabin, and the two men climbed into the wagon and headed back to town. Her mother’s missive still in hand, Letty collected Mr. Carmichael’s buckskin jacket along with the fallen envelope and other items and waited until the wagon disappeared from view. The moment it rounded the first bend, she sprinted for the cabin, Rusty at her heels.


    She slowed as she reached the door and urged Rusty to stay outside, giving him a good rub both to soothe him and to gain some encouragement for herself before she opened the door and stepped inside.


    “Grandmother?” She laid the buckskin jacket over the back of Grandmother’s rocking chair and tucked her mother’s letter into her skirt pocket as she moved toward the bedroom.


    “In here, darling.”


    Letty quickened her step and broke into a grin when she discovered her grandmother sitting up in bed, her reading glasses perched on her nose and her Bible in her lap. Color had returned to her face, and the twinkle Letty so loved shone in her eyes. When Grandmother patted the mattress beside her, Letty didn’t hesitate to take her up on the offer.


    “I’m sorry to give you such a scare,” Grandmother said as Letty sat beside her. “It seems my heart is not quite as stubborn as the rest of me.” She chuckled softly, widening Letty’s grin, yet not alleviating her worry.


    “Are you all right?”


    “I’ll be right as rain in a few days. The doctor gave me some nitroglycerin tablets. He says they’ll help with my chest pain and make it easier for my heart to do its job. I’ve never been one to go in for all the quackery people try to pawn off as medicine, but I have to admit that I feel better after taking this one.”


    Letty clasped her grandmother’s hand between both of hers. “Thank goodness. I was so worried.”


    “Well, you just put all that worry right out of your head. I’m fine. Doc wants me to take it easy for a few days. That’s all.”


    “I’m sure there’s more to it than that, but I’ll not press you on that point just yet.”


    Grandmother grinned. “Wise woman.”


    The words pricked Letty’s heart. She’d thought to keep the incident with the Pinkerton to herself until the morning. Give her grandmother some time to recover before facing the strain of this new predicament, but something inside prodded her to pull the letter from her pocket.


    “What is it, Letty?” Grandmother’s expression sobered. “I can tell something’s weighing on you. Something more than your concern for me.”


    Praying she was doing the right thing, she held the letter out to her grandmother. “I met a man in the woods while Mr. Darby and the doctor were in here with you. I sent him away, but he left me this letter. Said he’d be back in the morning. The letter . . .” Her voice cracked. “It’s from Mama.”


    Grandmother sucked in a breath, then took the paper from Letty’s hand. She unfolded the page and drank in the words like scorched earth drank in the rain.


    Finally, she set the letter aside and met Letty’s gaze. Her face showed no sign of deteriorating health. In fact, her eyes brightened as some of her old fire sparked back to life.


    “Bring me my writing desk, would you, please? We have much to discuss before Mr. Carmichael returns.”
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    Philip rolled up his bedroll the following morning, his stomach grumbling with regret that he hadn’t thought to retrieve his jerky before abandoning his coat yesterday. Not wanting to light a fire that could give away his position in the forest behind his quarry’s cabin, he’d settled for a cold tin of beans and lukewarm water for supper last night. His stealth had paid off to some extent. The red wolf that dogged the girl’s steps hadn’t sniffed him out. ’Course, that could have more to do with the animal’s training than Philip’s ability to hide. Most pets stayed close to home at night, and that wolf of hers was definitely a pet, though he’d not be so foolish as to think it tame.


    Wandering down to the stream, Philip checked on his horse, then took the time to wash up and shave. Might as well try to make the best impression he could. He refilled his canteen and gnawed on a hardtack biscuit. He saddled Steele and stored the few items he’d unpacked the night before. He kept his field glasses out, though, and used them to monitor the activity at the cabin.


    Miss Radcliffe emerged bright and early. She checked on the horses turned out in the corral—a wagon team and a small black mare that matched the description Mr. Johnson had given him back in Atlanta. The woman ambled about the yard with purpose. Long strides instead of mincing steps. Her movements were not without grace, but she had a natural jauntiness about her that was usually trained out of society misses. Her hooded cape was not in evidence this morning, and without the trees to filter the sunlight, he witnessed the full effect of the fire coming to life in her auburn hair. He’d seen a chestnut thoroughbred once with a coat that shone red like that when the sun hit it just right. Prettiest horse he’d ever seen.


    Philip lowered the field glasses when he realized he was staring more at her hair than keeping track of her movements.


    Get your head on straight. The color of her hair has no bearing on your mission.


    Clenching his jaw and disciplining his mind, he continued his observations in a more methodical fashion, cataloging his quarry’s movements. She disappeared into the barn for a while and emerged with a pail, likely full of milk. Her wolf followed her around like a faithful hound. Obedient too. Didn’t even try to get into the coop to chase the chickens when she ordered him to sit. Just waited for her to scatter the feed and gather the eggs. He was rewarded for his good behavior with a thorough rubbing before she collected her bounty and reentered the cabin.


    Philip tried not to imagine what delicious breakfast she might be making inside those walls, but with little else to distract him, it proved impossible. He forced himself to hold his position until nine o’clock, but the last five minutes of his self-imposed deadline were spent in the saddle watching the hands on his pocket watch count down each minute with tortuous slowness. The moment those hands formed the proper perpendicular, Philip clicked to Steele and circled around through the trees until he reached a place far enough down the road that he could approach the cabin in a way that would give the impression he’d been coming from town.


    It didn’t take long for the wolf to sound the alarm. His sharp bark brought Miss Radcliffe from the house. She’d donned an apron, giving her a domestic air. She looked so . . . normal. Nothing like an heiress in possession of a fortune large enough to buy half of Texas.


    She stepped away from the cabin and laid a hand on the wolf’s head. The animal immediately ceased its barking. “It’s all right, Rusty. Mr. Carmichael is expected.”


    She’d read the letter, then. Good. That would make this much easier.


    Philip reined Steele to a halt about five yards from where she stood. He rested one hand on the saddle horn and lifted the other to tug the brim on his hat. “Miss Radcliffe.”


    An odd look crossed her face. “Miss Radcliffe ceased to exist years ago. I’m Letty Hood.”


    Philip dipped his chin. “I beg your pardon. Miss Hood.”


    She tilted her chin slightly and gave a shallow nod that would be at home in the finest ballroom. Humble milkmaid one minute, regal princess the next. Made for an interesting woman.


    “Before I invite you in, I’ll need to see those documents, Mr. Carmichael. The ones that prove you’re working for my mother.”


    “Of course.” He eyed the wolf, who was eyeing him right back, and not in a manner that could be considered friendly. “Is it safe for me to dismount?”


    “As long as you don’t draw a weapon.”


    Philip couldn’t tell if she was serious or bluffing, but he admired her pluck either way. The risk of wolf attack would definitely make a man think twice about reaching for anything. Smart move on her part.


    Taking care to keep his hands in nonthreatening territory, Philip dismounted and slowly gestured toward his saddlebags. “The papers are in here. May I?”


    Miss Hood nodded.


    Philip unbuckled the strap, lifted the flap, and retrieved a thin packet of folded papers along with the daguerreotype from her grandmother’s wedding. He took one step toward Miss Hood, but halted when her wolf began to snarl.


    “Uh . . . here.” He extended his arm, deciding it might be wise to let her come to him.


    She moved toward him, her wolf pacing at her side. Distracted by the big canine eyes staring him down, Philip didn’t pay much attention to Miss Hood until he felt a tug on the papers. His gaze shifted to her face and was immediately captured by a pair of bright eyes. Were they brown or green? Both maybe? The color seemed to shift the longer he peered into their depths.


    “Mr. Carmichael?”


    He blinked. “Sorry.” He released his hold on the papers.


    Miss Hood stepped back, her gaze scanning the documents now in her possession. She examined her grandmother’s wedding photograph. A small smile curved her lips for a moment before she shifted the daguerreotype to the bottom of the pile and unfolded the papers.


    Her eyes widened. “My drawings.” She glanced up at him for a heartbeat before turning back to shuffling through the pages. “She kept these?”


    “Yep. In a box full of keepsakes. Made me promise to handle them with care. Said they were priceless treasures.”


    “They’re childish scribbles.”


    “I don’t know. There’s some talent there.” Philip grinned. “But mothers do tend to be a tad biased.”


    “Tell me about her.”


    “Your mother?” Receiving a nod, Philip shrugged and did his best to recall as many details as possible. “She looks a lot like you. Her hair’s lighter, and her eyes are blue instead of . . . hazel.” The term fell short when it came to describing the complexity of her eyes, but he didn’t know how else to describe them. Even as he watched, their color seemed to shift, the green becoming more pronounced.


    “Has she . . . remarried?” Miss Hood’s question yanked him out of the slightly fuzzy state of eye-color contemplation that had momentarily beset him.


    Philip shook his head. “Nope. Far as I can tell she lives alone with a pair of servants. Her house is nice. Nothing too extravagant, though.” As he spoke, he caught a softening about her shoulders. It dawned on him that something deeper than simple curiosity lurked behind her questions. “I only met with her briefly, but one thing was abundantly clear. She is counting the hours until she can see you again.”


    Those hazel eyes of hers glistened for a heartbeat, and an odd pang hit him in the chest. Thankfully it passed when she blinked and turned her attention back to the papers. She folded them with crisp movements, then extended them to him.


    “I suppose you ought to come in.” She pivoted and headed toward the cabin, then stopped and spun back around to face him. “My grandmother is recovering from a spell she suffered yesterday. I won’t have her overtaxed by your visit. If I see her start to tire, I will call an end to things.”


    “I’m very sorry that your grandmother is ill, Miss Hood, but I need to be sure you understand the urgency of the situation. I have reason to believe your uncle has hired men to try to find you as well. They won’t have the resources your mother provided to me, but with your birthday on the horizon, he’s desperate to get his hands on your inheritance. Every day you stay here is a day your life is in danger.”


    “Which is why you’re going to take her with you tomorrow.”


    Miss Hood spun around. “Grandmother!” She scurried back to the cabin, where a silver-haired woman stood in the doorway. “You shouldn’t be up.”


    She took the woman’s arm, but Flora Anderson refused to budge when her granddaughter tried to gently urge her back into the house.


    “I’m not going to wear out walking to the door and back, Letty. Besides, I needed to take this fella’s measure. Can’t do that sitting in my rocker while you take your sweet time inviting him in.”


    “Well, he’s coming in now.” She shot a pointed glance over her shoulder. “Aren’t you?”


    “Yes, ma’am.” Philip moved to follow but pulled up short when her wolf planted itself in his path and snarled.


    “Leave him be, Rusty. He’s a friend.” Her brows scrunched a bit above the bridge of her nose, giving Philip the impression that his friendship status was provisional at best.


    Thankfully, the beast complied with her instructions. Rusty allowed Philip to pass unmolested, though those big eyes of his watched him as if ready to pounce should his mistress change her mind.


    Once inside, Philip removed his hat and ran a hand over his short-cropped hair as he scanned the two-room cabin. A kitchen complete with cookstove, small table, cupboard, and shelves loaded with preserves and canned goods stood to his left. A hearth stood to his right, two small rocking chairs angled toward each other in front of it with a pair of stacked crates serving as a table between them. A kerosene lamp, a match safe, and a short stack of books sat atop the makeshift table. Past the sitting area was an open doorway that led to a bedroom. It couldn’t be big enough for more than a bed and a chest of drawers, though. A far cry from the Radcliffe estate where a young Scarlett had been raised.


    Miss Hood brushed past him after getting her grandmother settled in the first rocker. Philip twisted to look for a hook for his hat and spotted his buckskin coat hanging near the door on top of a long dark-red cape. Fitting, seeing as how they were fixing to spend quite a bit of time together. By the time he hung up his hat, Miss Hood had grabbed one of the kitchen chairs. Philip hurried to intercept her.


    “I’ll carry that. Just tell me where you want it.”


    She gave him an odd look before slowly releasing her hold on the back of the chair. Only then did it occur to him that she’d had virtually no exposure to gentlemanly behavior. His offer must have sounded quite illogical to someone who’d been doing for herself for more than a decade.


    “In front of the hearth.” She pointed for good measure. “Thank you.”


    He grinned. “My pleasure, miss.”


    “Fix our guest a breakfast plate, Letty.”


    Mrs. Anderson’s suggestion set Philip’s stomach to growling with embarrassing volume. Miss Hood ducked her head, but not before he caught a flash of amusement play across her face. It utterly transformed her, erasing her worries for a heartbeat and giving him a glimpse of the carefree young woman she should have been. One she could have been were it not for Drake Radcliffe’s greed.


    “Don’t go to any trouble,” Philip said.


    “It’s no trouble.” She waved away his meager protest. “We finished off the eggs, but there’s half a pan of biscuits left. I’ll fix up a couple with butter and jam for you.”


    “That sounds wonderful. Thank you.”


    It tasted even better. As did the fresh milk she’d brought to help him wash it all down. He felt a little awkward eating in front of them, though, so he didn’t take the time to savor the tender biscuit and sweet strawberry jam in a manner befitting the level of scrumptiousness the treat possessed.


    While he ate, a silent conversation took place between the two women seated before him. More of an argument, if the sharp looks and stiff body posture were any indication.


    “So, Mr. Carmichael, tell us about yourself.” Flora Anderson—Or should he think of her as Iris Hood?—broke the silence first. “If I’m to entrust you with my granddaughter’s safety, I need to know something more than your Pinkerton reputation.”


    Philip swallowed the last bite of biscuit and glanced from one woman to the other, both expressions rather guarded. “I’m not sure what you want to know, ma’am. I hail from Tennessee, but I’ve been working in Texas for the last several years. I’m familiar with the terrain and the dangers inherent in traveling cross-country. Your daughter believes Drake Radcliffe has men watching the railroads. He’s also posted rewards with your granddaughter’s likeness in depots and law offices between here and Houston. I saw several of them while I searched. We’ll need to avoid towns and as much human contact as possible. I started plotting a course last night after meeting Miss Hood yesterday.”


    Flora shook her head, cutting off Philip’s explanation.


    “While I’m glad that you’ve been giving this expedition significant thought, I’m already prepared to trust your capabilities when it comes to protecting Letty’s physical person. My daughter would not have hired you without ensuring your skills. But my daughter expected that I’d be making the trip as well. My health won’t allow that at the moment. So what I need to know from you, Mr. Carmichael, is not how well you can protect my granddaughter’s life, but how well you will protect her honor.”
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    Letty’s cheeks flushed so hot, she could have used them to reheat the tea kettle. Until this moment she’d always appreciated her grandmother’s plain speaking, but with a handsome Pinkerton agent sitting two feet away, she had to fight the sudden urge to use her apron as a gag to keep her grandmother from blurting out anything else humiliating.


    Her honor? Good heavens!


    She snuck a peek at Mr. Carmichael and found him shifting uncomfortably in his seat, his tan taking on a ruddy undertone. He’d shaved since she’d seen him last. Yesterday, he’d looked rather untamed and rugged when she’d come upon him in the forest. He looked more civilized today without the whiskers. And significantly more handsome. Not that she should be noticing such a thing when her grandmother was quizzing him about protecting her honor.


    Mr. Carmichael cleared his throat and rubbed his palms on his dark-brown trousers. “Well, ma’am, my mama and daddy raised me to follow the Good Book. I don’t have any character references to offer you, but I can give you my word as a man who has made a commitment to follow the Lord that I’ll treat her with utmost respect and consideration. She will not suffer any harm or . . . dishonor at my hands.”


    His gaze shifted to her, and Letty was struck by the sincerity shining in his gray eyes. Perhaps she was naïve to trust a man she’d just met based on nothing more than her mother’s recommendation and a worn Bible she’d found in his coat pocket, but when his gaze met hers, trust blossomed in her heart.


    “You have my word, Miss Hood, that you’ll be safe in my care.”


    A tiny frisson shivered through her at his words. She found herself trapped in his eyes as she absorbed his vow. It took a moment for her to recover, but she eventually tugged her attention away from him and turned it on her grandmother.


    “I don’t understand why we have to be in such a hurry. Uncle Drake’s men haven’t found me in fifteen years. Surely, we can postpone a few days until you’ve had a chance to recover. Then we can all go together.”


    “If we had the luxury of traveling by train, that might be an option,” her grandmother said, “but train travel would expose you to too much risk.” She thumped her palm against the chair arm. “No, Mr. Carmichael is correct. You need to leave as soon as possible. You’ll be safest traveling cross-country, and I just don’t have the stamina for that type of trip.”


    Letty’s heart squeezed. She couldn’t do this without her grandmother. She was the one who remembered Mama, who remembered Houston and the life they’d left. More than that, she was the only person who truly knew Letty. Perhaps the only person who truly loved her. Mama’s letters said she loved her. Missed her. But those were just words. Grandmother had been the one at Letty’s side every day after Mama sent her away. She could have come with them. But she’d chosen to stay behind. Had it really been necessary, as Grandmother claimed? Or had Mama chosen to sacrifice her daughter in order to hold on to her businesses? Either way, Letty needed Grandmother to bridge the gap. To smooth away the rough edges of a relationship that had deteriorated with disuse. She’d never find her place back in her mother’s life without Grandmother to lead the way.


    “We can take the wagon.” A straw-grasping idea if ever there was one, but Letty tried it anyway. “You can lay in the back. I can make you a bed of pillows and quilts.” Shoot, she’d go pluck every chicken they had right now to make a feather mattress if it meant her grandmother could accompany them.


    Grandmother shook her head. “My bones are too old for that kind of rattling day after day. Besides, a wagon will slow you down. After your foray into town yesterday, we can’t delay. I know you were careful, but it’s possible someone saw you. And if Drake is posting pictures of you in town, an innocent telegram sent with good intentions could result in a swarm of men descending on Queen City.” She rocked forward and clasped Letty’s hand, her weak grip a ready reminder of her condition. “I’m not going to leave you alone, sweet girl. As soon as you are safely delivered to your mama, and she and Stefan work their legal magic to tie Drake’s hands, all you have to do is wire Mr. Darby. I’ll put myself on the next train to Houston. I’ll be there for you, Letty. Just like we planned. I promise.”


    Mist filmed Letty’s eyes, but she blinked it away and nodded, holding tight to Grandmother’s hand. She was right. The trip would take an unforgiveable toll on her. The note Mr. Darby left after the doctor visited made it clear that rest was essential to her recovery.


    “But who’s going to take care of you?” Letty lowered her voice. “What if you have another spell?”


    Grandmother smiled in the way she did whenever she had a plan in mind and wouldn’t be dissuaded. She patted Letty’s hand, then leaned back in her chair. “Mr. Carmichael’s going to deliver a note to Mr. Darby for us when he goes back to town. Stewart offered me the use of a room in his home for my recouperation. I intend to accept. It will give me a chance to catch up with Charlene and the kids. Might even make it to Sunday services.”


    Her eyes lit, and guilt stabbed a hole in Letty’s chest. Grandmother had given up her entire life to protect her. She’d made the sacrifice willingly and had told Letty on several occasions that she harbored no regrets. Loving someone meant putting their needs ahead of your own. Still, Letty hated that someone she loved had been forced to pay such a steep price for loving her in return. But perhaps, it was her turn to feel the sting of sacrifice. To forfeit the security of having her grandmother near in order to ensure her beloved mentor received the care she needed. Maybe she’d even restore some of Grandmother’s freedom in the process.


    Letty straightened in her chair and lifted her chin, determined to make her grandmother proud. They’d been preparing for this day for over a decade. She’d do what needed to be done. Just as her grandmother had fifteen years ago.


    Turning to regard the stranger in their midst, Letty folded her hands in her lap and offered a polite smile. “Why don’t you join us for breakfast tomorrow, Mr. Carmichael? We can leave immediately following. I’ll be packed and ready.”


    “Excellent.” He clapped his hands to his thighs and leaned back a bit in his seat, the tension draining from his face. “I’ll return in the morning with a packhorse and a couple weeks’ worth of supplies.” He glanced around the room as if cataloging the meager contents. “Pack light,” he said. “Your grandmother can bring the majority of your belongings later by train.”


    How many belongings did he imagine she had? Did her heiress status lead him to believe she was hiding a secret stash of valuables in the cellar? Trunks stacked three high on every wall, filled with keepsakes, jewelry, and fancy gowns? How disappointed he’d be to learn she owned a grand total of two skirts (one of them split for riding), three blouses, a cape, and five pairs of stockings—two of which she’d already decided to leave behind.


    A touch of mischief stirred.


    She batted her lashes at him in manufactured innocence. “I’ll only bring the essentials, Mr. Carmichael. I promise. I’m sure I can make do with a mere dozen books and six pairs of shoes. I’ll need my chair, of course,” she said, tapping the arms of her rocker, “but it’s small. Easy to strap over the packhorse’s back. Hats are another matter. A lady can’t scrimp there.” At least that’s what fashion articles in Peterson’s Magazine proclaimed. “Bandboxes aren’t the easiest thing to transport on horseback, but I’m sure we’ll find a way.”


    She scrunched her eyebrows as if in deep contemplation, an expression that proved hard to maintain when her escort suddenly started coughing like a man whose insides had seized up on him all at once.


    “I know!” Letty proclaimed. “I’ll string the boxes together so your horse can wear them like a garland around his neck. None of my hats weigh very much. He’ll hardly notice they’re there.” She preened like Rusty did whenever he thought he deserved a pat. “You’ll find I can be quite resourceful when it comes to packing.”


    Grandmother chuckled. “Quite resourceful when it comes to teasing unsuspecting Pinkertons as well, it seems.” Her eyes danced, and Letty rejoiced at the evidence that her heart condition hadn’t depleted her spirit. “Goodness, child. A garland of hatboxes? Where do you come up with such outlandish notions?”


    Letty grinned. “You’re the one who insists I keep up with the latest fashion trends by reading your ladies’ magazines. The editors of those publications make it quite clear that a well-trimmed bonnet is an essential piece of any lady’s wardrobe.”


    Mr. Carmichael’s bootheels scraped the floor as he sat forward, his complexion a tad paler than it’d been when he’d first arrived. “Please tell me you were teasing about the chair, too.”


    Letty laughed. “Yes.” She met his gaze, relieved to see reluctant humor spark in his stormy eyes. “I shouldn’t have teased you so. I apologize. When you looked about the room as you gave your instructions to pack light, I couldn’t help thinking you expected me to try to bring some of the furnishings.”


    Her amusement gradually faded. “You need to know something about me, Mr. Carmichael. You’ve been hunting the Radcliffe heiress, but that’s not who I am. I’m Letty Hood, a simple girl who’s spent most of her life running free in a forest. I have no interest in fortunes or claiming a place in society. I want only to reunite with my family and protect my father’s legacy.” Her throat clogged a bit at the thought of her daddy, but she stiffened her spine and swallowed the grief before it could bruise her heart. “I’m not a helpless damsel looking for a man to slay my dragons,” she said, her gaze locked on the man before her. “I’m a woman heading into battle who needs an experienced warrior at my side. One I can trust to guard my back. One who will discuss his plans with me and treat me like an equal. Is that arrangement acceptable to you?”


    She watched his eyes carefully for any sign of dismissal or placation, but she found only honor as he nodded and gave her his vow.


    “It is.”


    “Then I expect we’ll get along just fine.” She stood and held out her hand to him. “Shall we shake on it?”


    He rose to his feet, the width of his shoulders nearly blocking the entire mantel from view. Yes, it was a small mantel, but that didn’t take anything away from the size of the man she’d be spending a significant amount of time with in the very near future. He was a head taller than her without an ounce of softness anywhere on his person. Except, perhaps, in his eyes as he grasped her hand.


    The oddest sensation coursed through her when his fingers touched hers. Tiny flutters shot up her arm, then dipped down into her belly. Giving his arm a quick pump, she yanked her hand back and turned away from him as an unwelcome warmth crept into her cheeks.


    Gracious. She pressed her hand against her belly, trying to dispel the quivery feeling before turning to face the group again. Unable to banish the sensation completely, she settled for moving behind her rocker and grasping the back of the chair tightly enough to mask the trembling of her fingers. The flutters had just started to settle when he smiled and stirred them all up again.


    “I’ll bid you good day, then, ladies.” He nodded to her, then turned his attention toward Grandmother. “You mentioned a letter you wished me to deliver?”


    “Yes, to Mr. Stewart Darby. I set it on the table there.” She turned in her chair and pointed in the general vicinity of the kitchen. “You’ll find him working at the depot.”


    “I’ll take it to him straightaway.” Mr. Carmichael covered his short-cropped blond hair with his hat, then reached for his coat and tucked the letter inside.


    Letty was so consumed with watching the Pinkerton that she nearly missed Grandmother’s head-tilt signal, reminding her of her rusty etiquette training.


    Abandoning the steadying influence of her chair, she hurried to the door and opened it for him. “Until tomorrow.”


    He tugged on the brim of his hat and dipped his chin. “Miss Hood.”


    He sauntered over to his horse, patted the animal’s neck, and murmured something in a low voice. The gray tossed his head as if agreeing to whatever his master had said. Letty smiled, recalling many such conversations she’d had with Shadow over the years. When Mr. Carmichael swung into the saddle, she lifted a hand in farewell.


    Rusty didn’t bark, but he did offer their visitor an escort to the edge of the yard.


    “You planning to take that wolf of yours with you?” Grandmother asked after Letty finally closed the door and returned to her chair.


    “Yes. I thought we could use the extra protection. Plus, he’ll guard the camp well at night.” And she really couldn’t bear to be parted from everyone she loved.


    “Good,” Grandmother said. “I think I’ll have a word with the furry fellow regarding chaperone duties as well.”


    The wink that followed that statement only set Letty more on edge.


    “Chaperone duties?”


    Her grandmother pinned her with a knowing look. “I saw the way you blushed after shaking that man’s hand. I’m guessing your insides went all quivery, too, didn’t they?”


    Letty sucked in a breath. “How did you know?”


    “Sweet girl, there’s nothing new under the sun. Strong, handsome young men have been making young ladies’ knees wobble since Eve first got a look at Adam. Happened to me a time or two myself. Even before I met your grandfather.” She leaned forward and took Letty’s hand. “Attraction is a natural thing, honey, but it can lead people into trouble. Don’t let all those fluttery feelings dismantle your good sense. Mr. Carmichael strikes me as an honorable man, but even honorable men fall victim to temptation on occasion.” Her grip on Letty’s hand tightened. “Promise me you’ll bed down with Rusty every night. He’ll guard you almost as well as I would.”


    “I promise. But I really don’t think there’s anything to worry about.” Mr. Carmichael had given no indication that he’d felt any kind of flutters on his part, after all. “I’m just a job to him. A package he’s been paid to deliver.”


    Though a tiny part of her couldn’t help wondering what it might be like to be wanted as something more than a paycheck.
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    Philip set his jaw as he made his way back to the Hood cabin the following morning.


    She’s just a job. A duty to fulfill like any other assignment.


    He’d been repeating the litany to himself since yesterday. Not that it had done him any good. He’d still dreamed about her last night. Her unbound, fire-kissed hair blowing in the wind. Those hazel eyes dancing with mischief. A mysterious smile playing upon her lips.


    When they’d met, he’d been more concerned with gaining her agreement than appreciating her feminine attributes. Nevertheless, his mind had absorbed all the details of her figure anyway and brought them into his awareness while his guard had been compromised by sleep. Slender yet possessing enough curves to catch a man’s eye. Petite yet agile and strong. Then there’d been the childlike dusting of freckles on her nose and cheeks. They’d highlighted her innocence and stirred protective urges that went beyond the usual sense of responsibility he experienced when tasked with guarding someone.


    ’Course he’d dreamed of her wolf, too. The moment he’d stretched out a hand to cup her cheek and draw her close, the beast had sprung on him—big ears pinned back, big eyes glittering with hostility, big teeth bared and ready to pierce his jugular.


    He’d jerked awake, his heart pounding and his breath coming in ragged clips as he ran a hand down his neck to verify that all skin and blood vessels remained intact.


    No water needed to cool his ardor after that terrifying vision.


    Being alone with an attractive young woman for days on end would carry its own sets of unique challenges to be sure, but he was a professional. He’d do his job and maintain the required emotional distance.


    At least she wasn’t an uppity debutante with a whiny voice to constantly grate on his nerves. Being tied to that kind of woman for an extended length of time would make him want to crawl out of his skin and find himself another occupation. He hadn’t spent much time in Letty Hood’s company, but from what he’d observed, she seemed like a reasonable woman. One who rode well, could handle the rigors of solitude, and was accustomed to fending for herself. As long as she didn’t try to strap her chair atop their bedrolls, cooking pans, and foodstuffs, they’d get along just fine.


    Philip grinned at the memory of her teasing as he guided Steele up the hill that led to the Hood cabin. The pack pony he’d acquired from Mr. Johnson plodded along beside him, the lead line looped inside Philip’s right hand. The small bay was sturdy and well-trained, a must for the journey they were about to embark upon. Well worth the time he’d spent riding back to Atlanta for supplies. The livery in Queen City hadn’t had much stock to choose from, and while he could have made do with the local merchandise for setting up camp and keeping him and Letty fed, a horse not trained to pack would have been a thorn in their side. They couldn’t afford to be slowed down by a bad-tempered animal or one with a tendency to run off whenever the urge struck. Thanks to Mr. Johnson, they wouldn’t have to worry about trouble cropping up from that quarter. Which was good, seeing as how Philip needed to focus on trouble coming from everywhere else.


    When the Hood cabin came into view, he found himself scanning the yard, seeking his travel companion. He didn’t spy Letty, but he did spot a pretty black mare standing outside the cabin door. She’d been saddled and laden with a pair of bulging saddlebags. Rusty rose from the sunny place he’d been lying in and gave himself a good stretch before he announced Philip’s arrival with a series of barks that would have sounded much more ferocious had Philip not just seen him yawn like a sleep-tousled adolescent boy.


    Steele tossed his head and sidestepped a bit at the wolf’s approach, however.


    “Easy, boy. Don’t want our new partner to spook.” Philip tightened his grip on the packhorse’s lead line.


    Steele snorted once, then settled, his trust in his owner absolute. Either that, or he’d seen how unbothered Letty’s mare acted amid all the hullaballoo, and his pride wouldn’t let him show fear in front of a female.


    A malady that seemed to affect Philip as well, for the moment the front door opened and Miss Hood stepped through, he forced the frown he’d been aiming at her wolf into a bland look of nonchalance.


    “Rusty, come!”


    The wolf stopped barking at the sound of her voice, but he hesitated to obey her command. He stared Philip down for a few seconds first. The kind of glare Philip had received from the fathers or brothers of the few girls he’d paid court to before joining the Pinkertons. It was rather eerie how human the wolf seemed in that moment.


    After shooting off a canine death glare, Rusty turned and bounded back to his mistress, eagerly taking up his position at her side.


    Miss Hood rewarded the little terror with a thorough rub, then instructed him to sit. He did, with all the haughtiness of a king settling onto his throne. Philip arched a brow. The alpha assertion couldn’t be much clearer. Philip might have felt the need to challenge were they not leaving the beast behind. Let Rusty rule his little corner of the forest. Philip would handle things along the trail between here and Houston.


    “Good morning to you, Mr. Carmichael.” Miss Hood’s smile looked a tad forced as she took a step in his direction.


    She signaled her wolf to stay with the flat of her hand, and surprisingly enough, the arrogant beast deigned to comply, proving his devotion to his lady was greater than his need to exert his dominance.


    Switching his attention to a much more pleasant figure, Philip fingered the brim of his hat and gave his hostess a nod. “Miss Hood.” He glanced up at the blue sky and smiled. “Looks like the Lord blessed us with a fine day to start our journey.”


    He looped the packhorse’s lead line around the saddle horn, making sure it would pull away easily should the horse decide to move. Then he dismounted and strode forward to meet his charge.


    “I see you have your mount ready.” He nodded toward the mare. “She looks like a sound horse. Do you ride regularly?”


    “Every morning.” A bit of the strain left her face as her gaze slid from him to her horse. “She and I both love a good gallop.”


    “Nothing quite as exhilarating as flying over the earth on the back of a horse. Freedom at its finest.”


    Her hazel eyes found his. “Indeed.”


    What was going on in that pretty head of hers? The way she looked at him made him feel as if he was a mystery she was trying to sort out. For the life of him, he couldn’t say what was so mysterious about him agreeing on the benefits of a good gallop, but then he’d never been one to claim an understanding of the female mind.


    She gave her head a barely perceptible shake, one he would have missed had he not been studying her so closely. Then she brightened and swept an arm toward the house in invitation.


    “Come on inside. Grandmother insisted we kill the fatted calf for our last shared meal together. We’ve got eggs, bacon, a fresh batch of buttermilk biscuits, and a pan full of sausage gravy waiting for you. Hope you came hungry.”


    “That I did, ma’am.” His mouth had started watering the minute she opened the door and released the smell of fried bacon and skillet sausage into the world.


    She paused, and her brow wrinkled slightly. “You’re not planning to call me ma’am the whole time we’re traveling together, are you?”


    He had been, actually. Ma’am or Miss Hood. Formality seemed a worthy scheme for fortifying his defenses against the intimacy that naturally sprang up between two people forced to share each other’s company for an extended length of time.


    “I’d much prefer that you call me Letty. I know it’s not completely proper given our short acquaintance, but I . . .” Her gaze fell to the ground, and her fingers fiddled with her apron strings. “I’m not ready to become Scarlett Radcliffe again. Not yet.” She lifted her chin, and the vulnerability shining in eyes that suddenly looked more green than brown hit him square in the chest. “When I arrive in Houston, I’ll be surrounded by formality and rules and . . . expectations. Everyone there has an idea of who I should be and what I should do. I have a role to play, and when the time comes, I intend to play it to the best of my ability. But until then, I want to hold on to my true self as long as possible. To delight in the comfort of a familiar skin before I’m forced to shed it and become someone new.” The passion in her eyes dimmed as she nibbled on her lower lip and dropped her gaze to somewhere around his navel. “I’m sure this sounds silly to a man like you. You probably slip skins on and off with the ease of pulling on a fresh shirt in the morning, becoming whoever you need to be to accomplish the detective work you’ve been assigned.”


    She’d be surprised at precisely how not silly he found her confession. He’d worked a few undercover cases early in his career, and while he’d enjoyed the challenge and intrigue of pretending to be someone he wasn’t, he’d never gotten used to the dishonesty inherent in such jobs. Putting on that particular skin left a rash on his soul that itched to high heaven. The irritation lessened once he began avoiding those types of investigations, but he remembered all too well the toll of being inauthentic.


    “I don’t think you silly at all.” Philip waited for her lashes to lift. “In fact, I admire your candor. Bodes well for our upcoming excursion.” He held her gaze, debated with himself for a moment, then decided to return her candidness with a little plain speaking of his own. “Out on the trail, I’m going to do my best to steer us clear of danger, but we’re bound to face trouble now and again. When that happens, survival will require that we rely on each other. Trust grows stronger when it’s planted in honesty, so if my calling you Letty makes it easier for you to be your true self, then that’s what I’ll do.” A grin tugged at the corner of his mouth. “’Course, that means you’ll have to call me Philip. In the spirit of fairness.”


    A smile stole its way onto her face and lit her eyes in a way that set his pulse to thumping a little harder than usual. “Well, I do appreciate fairness.”


    “I thought you might.”


    Criminy. Was he flirting?


    Get your head on straight, man. Sure, the job will be easier if you get along with the girl, but it’ll be a whole lot harder if you start falling for her.


    Rescue came from an unexpected source. Rusty padded over and inserted himself between the two of them, pressing hard enough against Miss Hood’s—Letty’s—legs to force her back a step.


    Philip frowned. “Maybe I should take my animals to the barn. I trust my gray to hold his ground as long as your wolf doesn’t directly threaten him, but I’m not sure how the new packhorse will react.”


    “You can take them to the barn if you like,” Letty said as she idly stroked Rusty’s fur, “but it might be good for them to start getting used to each other.”


    “Why’s that?” Please don’t say what I think you’re going to say.


    “Because Rusty’s coming with us.”


    The woman might not be silly, but she was definitely lacking common sense. Why risk taking a wild animal on a mission that required stealth and anonymity? Had she forgotten that they were going to end up in Houston—one of the largest cities in Texas? What was Rusty supposed to do there? Don Grandma’s nightgown and lay in bed all day hoping no one noticed the oversized snout and carnivorous teeth?


    He said none of this aloud, but some of his thoughts must have shown on his face, for Letty’s lips pressed together in a thin line.


    “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” For more reasons than he cared to enumerate, but he chose to focus on the top three. “The goal is to avoid attention. If anyone spots a pair of travelers accompanied by a wolf, it’s going to stand out in their minds. They’ll likely remark upon it to others.”


    “Should they hear the tale, there’s no reason for my uncle’s men to assume that I’m the woman traveling with a wolf. A renowned Pinkerton detective would never allow such foolishness, after all.”


    “I never said it was foolish.”


    The look she aimed at him made it all too clear that one need not vocalize a sentiment to express it.


    “Look.” He blew out a breath. “Wild animals are unpredictable. Even well-trained ones. If I’m going to protect you, I need to be able to analyze situations in an instant and accurately predict outcomes. Having a wild card thrown into the mix makes my job harder, which leaves you more vulnerable.”


    “If you think I’m more vulnerable with Rusty than without him, you’re the fool.” Her eyes darkened to a swampy green that warned of man-eating bogs and hidden gators. “His loyalty doesn’t stem from a promised payday; it runs in his blood. He’s been faithful to me for seven years. I’ve barely known you for two days. You talked about trust. Well, I trust Rusty.” She bent down and hugged the gloating animal’s neck.


    “Give him a chance, Philip.” Her voice echoed softly between them, but the use of his name crashed into his chest as if she’d launched it from a catapult. “He can aid your cause if you let him. He can hear things from a greater distance than we can. He can see better in the dark and can sense when danger approaches, whether human or animal. He’s an asset, not a liability.”


    Philip rubbed the spot on his chest that would have been sore had she volleyed with more than words. As loath as he was to admit it, she had a point. A wolf’s senses were keener than a man’s. But he still didn’t like the idea of throwing another variable into an already complicated mix.


    “What are you going to do with him when you get to Houston?” Philip fired the only ammunition left in his proverbial gun. “The city’s no place for a wolf. No place for him to roam or hunt. Only brick streets and buildings all around. Not to mention hundreds of people. None of whom would welcome such an animal in their midst. He’d be miserable.”


    She took Rusty’s face in her hands and pressed her forehead against his. “We’ll figure it out.” Her voice sounded small. Uncertain. Made him feel more like a bully than her protector.


    Shoot. He’d liked it better when she was calling him a mercenary fool.


    “I don’t have to stay in the city,” she said. “Grandmother still owns a house outside of town where we can stay. Or I can find some acreage and build a place of my own. What good is being an heiress if I can’t share a home with my best friend?”


    The wolf licked her face, which led to her clasping the beast around his neck, her hold a bit desperate in nature. Letty stayed that way for a heartbeat or two, then seemed to gather herself and loosened her grip on her pet. After giving Rusty a final rub, she straightened and turned her attention to Philip.


    Her eyes glimmered with unshed tears, yet her voice didn’t wobble as she made her final petition. “Please let him come.”


    He tried to harden his heart to her plea. He really did. But the mudslide had already started down the canyon wall, and there was no stopping it.


    “Fine,” he groused, crossing his arms with a grunt. “But if he scares off my packhorse, I’m strapping the supplies to that mangy hide of his.”


    She beamed a smile at him that nearly knocked him out of his boots, then went a step further and laid a hand on his arm. “Thank you! You won’t be sorry. I promise.”


    He was already sorry.


    Trouble was, he was too happy to see her smiling again to care.
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    Letty had never eaten breakfast so slowly in her life. Usually she gobbled down her food, in a hurry to finish her chores so she could scamper off on a new adventure with Rusty. Adventure definitely awaited her at the end of this meal, but so did an alarming amount of change. The kind that eradicated everything that was comfortable and familiar, burning the bridge to home so she could never return.


    She pushed the last bit of scrambled egg around on her plate, unwilling to capture it with her fork just yet. After today, home would mean something completely different. A new place. New people. New responsibilities. She prayed it would come with new happiness as well, but peering into the dark abyss of the unknown left her feeling ill-prepared and inadequate.


    A hand closed over hers. Letty’s head swiveled to take in her Grandmother’s compassionate gaze and sweet smile. “God’s already seen your future, child.” Her words were low, meant for Letty’s ears alone, though they swelled inside Letty’s heart like a yeasted dough threatening to spill out of its pan. “Nothing you’re about to encounter is a surprise to him. You might not be able to see past this moment, but he can. Trust him to lead you and stand by your side through every danger and uncertainty you face. You’re not alone, Letty. You’re never alone.”


    Uncaring that she was about to subject a rugged Pinkerton agent to an uncomfortable emotional outburst, Letty jumped from her seat and crouched by her grandmother’s chair. With tears spilling over the brims of her eyes, she wrapped her arms around Grandmother’s waist and laid her head in her lap as she had when she’d been a small girl.


    “I love you.” Her voice cracked as quiet sobs choked out any other spoken sentiments.


    Her grandmother’s hand came to rest on top of her head, and Letty swore she could feel love pass through those fingertips into her entire body.


    “I love you, too, sweet girl. And I’m so proud of the woman you’ve become. Your kind heart and courageous spirit will serve you well in the days ahead, but it’s your faith that will sustain you.” Her hand moved to cup Letty’s cheek, and she gently urged her face upward. “There’s no problem bigger than our God. Remember that.”


    Letty nodded, her heart squeezing as she noted the tear tracks staining her grandmother’s cheeks. She’d never wanted to be the source of this dear woman’s distress, but in this moment, she needed that visual evidence of affection, to know beyond all doubt that she was loved in spite of all her fears and inadequacies.


    “Now, wipe those eyes,” Grandmother ordered with a sniff of her own and a moment of heavy blinking. “You’ve got a journey to embark upon, and postponing isn’t going to make leaving any easier.”


    She was right, of course. But as Letty rubbed her eyes with the edge of her apron, it occurred to her that Grandmother’s wisdom in this case stemmed directly from personal experience. Fifteen years ago, she’d left her children and her home to fulfill a purpose thrust upon her by circumstances beyond her control. Never once had she looked back or bemoaned her lot. She’d not focused on what she’d lost, but on the blessings surrounding her every day, and by doing so, she created a home brimming with love.


    The time had come for Letty to do the same.


    Once she had her face dried and her nose wiped, she chanced a look at her escort as she pushed in her chair and reached for her plate.


    Philip Carmichael studied his coffee with all the diligence of a prospector checking his pan for gold flakes. Poor man probably regretted that second helping of biscuits and gravy. If he hadn’t been delayed by the food, he might have escaped the cabin before the waterworks began. He no doubt thought her a weepy female now. The sort who would fall apart at the least provocation. She sighed softly as she stacked the other plates on top of her own and headed for the sink.


    Hopefully, she’d have the chance to correct his early impression of her before they reached Houston. His opinion of her shouldn’t matter, but it did. Maybe because he was the first person she’d be spending significant time with outside of her grandmother for more than a decade. Or maybe it was because he’d proven himself to be both reasonable and kind in his dealings with her, earning her good opinion.


    “Here. Let me help.” Philip pushed back his chair and reached for the biscuit basket, then stacked the meat platter, egg dish, and gravy bowl atop it, all while keeping his coffee mug hooked over his index finger.


    Add another tally mark to the good-opinion column. A man undaunted by helping with the dishes. A rare breed, according to Grandmother. Of course, he might just be trying to hurry them along, but even if that was his goal, he’d chosen a rather chivalrous way to go about it.


    Once everything had been cleared from the table, Letty pumped water into the tin dishpan, then added hot water from the kettle along with some shaved soap. As she lowered the stack of plates into the tub and reached for her dishrag, she felt Philip pass behind her, his large frame barely squeezing between her and the table.


    Goodness! Had the kitchen always been this small? She pressed her belly against the side of the sink as heat flushed her cheeks. Not wanting their visitor to guess the cause, she leaned over the dishpan, hoping he’d attribute whatever color was blooming in her face to the steamy water.


    The Pinkerton snatched the dish towel off the rack and stood ready to dry, though he angled his body so he could see both the sink and the table. Thankfully, such a position kept him a good foot or two away from her, thereby allowing her breathing and cheek temperature to return to normal.


    Just focus on the dishes. Pretend you’re handing them off to Grandmother.


    Keeping her head down, she passed along the first clean plate.


    “I delivered your letter to Mr. Darby.” Philip’s rich, deep-toned voice filled the space and obliterated any pretense of him being a small elderly woman. “He promised to fetch you after the last train runs this afternoon. Will you be all right on your own here until then? I can hitch up your wagon and deliver you myself before Miss Hood and I depart, if you wish.”


    Letty’s scrubbing slowed. He would do that?


    An odd sensation beset her midsection. A warm melty feeling, not unlike the one she’d experienced when she’d first found Rusty, lost or abandoned by his pack. The puppy’s dark eyes, adorable face, and fuzzy fur had won her over on sight, sparking an instant affinity that had grown into a devoted friendship.


    She cast a sideways glance at Philip Carmichael. Nothing about the man said cute or adorable. His lean frame and angular face brought to mind descriptors like strapping and capable. Yet beneath the commanding exterior lay a patient, thoughtful heart—one possessing the same power to evoke melty middles as a pair of puppy eyes.


    “There’s no need for you to delay your trip on my account, young man.” Grandmother batted away Philip’s offer with a wave of her hand and reminded Letty to get back to the dishes in the process. “I might be a bit peaked after my spell, but I’m no invalid. I’ll make do just fine.”


    As if to prove her point, she rose from her chair and tottered over to where Philip stood, dish towel in hand. She grabbed hold of his arm and craned her neck back in order to shoot a stern look directly into his eyes.


    “Taking care of my granddaughter is your first and only concern from this moment on. Do we understand each other?”


    He nodded solemnly. “Yes, ma’am.”


    “Good. Then give me that dish towel and take her out of here before the day’s half-gone.”


    Letty turned back to the gravy boat she’d just dropped into the dishpan and scrubbed with renewed vigor. “I can have these done in just a few minutes. I don’t want you wearing yourself out.”


    “Young lady, put down that dishrag this minute and dry your hands. I’ll not have you arguing with me and ruining our farewell.”


    She wanted to argue for the sake of her grandmother’s health, but the idea of parting on less-than-affectionate terms had her pulling her hands from the dishwater.


    Grandmother met her by the sink and wrapped her into an embrace filled with so much love, Letty’s heart nearly burst from trying to contain it. She squeezed her eyes shut to keep the tears from starting up again and forced herself to breathe as they slowly separated.


    “It’s time for you to go, Letty girl.” Grandmother stroked her hair and tucked a stray wisp behind her ear. “I’ll be waiting for your telegram.”


    Letty’s shoulders straightened at the reminder of their promised reunion. “I’ll send for you as soon as it’s safe.”


    Grandmother smiled, her eyes moist. “I know you will.” She lifted her chin and patted Letty’s arm. “Go on with you, now.”


    Letty nodded, reaching behind her back to untie her apron strings. By the time she had the apron off, Philip had put on his hat and opened the front door. The gentle autumn breeze that blew into the cabin hit her like an artic blast of reality.


    She was really leaving—leaving everything familiar and beloved behind. But that was the cost of adventure. One must leave the comfortable to experience the remarkable.


    “‘Be strong and of a good courage.’” The familiar Bible verse fell from her grandmother’s lips with conviction, infusing Letty’s spirit with renewed boldness. “‘Be not afraid, neither be thou dismayed: for the Lord thy God is with thee whithersoever thou goest.’”


    Letty leaned in for one last quick hug, then grabbed her cape from the hook by the door and ran outside before sorrow could regain its hold on her. She didn’t even stop to pet Rusty. Just strode straight to her mare and mounted. Shadow must have sensed her scattered emotions for she tossed her head and sidestepped. Letty leaned forward and patted the horse’s neck.


    “It’s all right, girl. I’m a bit of a mess at the moment, but a good ride will put us both to rights, won’t it? I’m afraid we won’t be galloping this morning, but what we’ll miss in speed, we’ll more than make up for in distance. We’ll get into a routine, and everything will settle. You’ll see.”


    Hopefully.


    By the time she straightened in the saddle, Philip had collected the packhorse’s lead line and mounted his gray. Rusty moved to investigate, and the little bay balked.


    “Rusty! Come!” They didn’t need Philip changing his mind about Rusty’s welcome on this journey.


    Thankfully, her wolf obeyed, padding over to take up his usual spot by Shadow’s front legs.


    “You need to be nice to Mr. Carmichael and his stock,” she warned in a low voice. “They’re part of our family now. At least until we get to Houston. So don’t be stirring up any trouble.”


    Rusty sat on his haunches, tipped his head, and made a little whining sound in his throat that sounded an awful lot like “Who, me?”


    “Don’t give me that innocent look. I know you too well, you scoundrel.”


    His eyes sparkled as he jumped to his feet.


    Letty laughed softly. “You’re hopeless.” And completely unrepentant. Yet she adored every furry inch of him.


    “Ready?” The masculine voice drew Letty’s attention to the man who held her future in his hands.


    She swallowed once, then nodded, sitting up straighter as she met his gaze. “Ready.”


    He clicked to his horse and set off at a walk. She nudged Shadow to follow, twisting in the saddle to take one last look at her home.


    Grandmother stood in the doorway, hand raised. “Give your mama a hug for me when you see her,” she called.


    “I will.” Letty forced a smile as she waved.


    Neither spoke the word good-bye, but it lingered heavily in the air between them.


    Memorizing every detail about the woman who’d been mother, grandmother, and best friend to her for the majority of her life, Letty craned her neck for one more minute, then turned forward in the saddle and forced her gaze to fasten on the man in the buckskin coat.


    Her chin quivered, but she clenched her jaw and pressed her lips together. Grandmother had prepared her for this day, and she’d honor the woman who raised her by meeting the challenge with dignity and courage.


    A chapter must end before a new one could begin, and whether she was ready for it or not, her page was turning.
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    Philip cast a glance at the pinkening sky, then twisted slightly to observe the woman riding a half-length behind him. She’d put in a long day. Seventeen or eighteen miles, by his estimation. They’d skirted around Linden a couple of miles back and now plodded through blissfully boring territory, free of railroads, towns, and two-legged traffic.


    She hadn’t uttered a single word of complaint. Then again, she hadn’t uttered much of anything on this trip so far. She’d praised her mare each time they’d stopped to water the horses, and she’d called to Rusty a time or two when his explorations had taken him a little too far afield, but few words had been aimed in Philip’s direction. The bits of conversation that did apply to him were polite and appreciative. And practical. An offer to fill his canteen. A question about how best to watch for trouble. A thank-you when he’d handed her a strip of jerky at midday.


    He should be glad he hadn’t been saddled with a woman who prattled constantly, but he worried her quiet was the product of a melancholy mind. Riding for extended lengths of time gave a person an abundance of time to think. Good for strategizing safety measures and anticipating where attacks might occur. Not so good for distracting one from thoughts centered on sick grandmothers, uncertain futures, and murderous uncles. That type of dwelling tended to compound worries instead of alleviating them.


    Not that he would blame her for engaging in a bit of a wallow. Leaving family to strike out on one’s own was hard. He recalled being rather mopey in his private moments after joining the Pinkertons. He still got a pang every now and then when he thought of his mama and daddy sitting around the table for Sunday supper, his sister, her husband, and their two little girls gathered around. He missed them. Their teasing banter, their affectionate smiles, their unwavering acceptance. Yet he’d been called to walk a different path, one that took him away from the warm and familiar and thrust him into a world teeming with danger and lawlessness.


    A longing to return to a simpler life had been growing in him of late, though, making him wonder if the Lord might be calling him to change paths again. Or perhaps to combine his newfound craving for home and hearth with his conviction that he’d been placed on this earth to right wrongs.


    Philip gave his head a self-deprecating wag. Here he’d been worried about Letty spending too much time dwelling on the uncertainties of her future, and he’d gotten mired in his own boggy cogitations.


    He slowed Steele until Letty’s mare drew abreast of him. He tipped his head toward a small clearing about a hundred yards to the south. “Let’s make camp there.”


    She lifted her gaze and peered through the trees flanking them on either side. “All right.” The weariness in her voice stirred his compassion.


    “You did well today, Letty.” He smiled and was rewarded with a flicker of what might have been happiness in her eyes. “It’ll get easier.” He held her gaze for a moment. “All of it.”


    Her posture straightened as she caught on to the fact that he was referencing more than the long hours in the saddle. She lifted her chin and the corners of her mouth tipped slightly upward as well. “I know. But thank you for the reminder.”


    Glad to see some light return to those pretty hazel eyes of hers, Philip didn’t even mind when her wolf pushed his way between their horses. Steele had grown used to having the ornery beast around, and the gray adjusted to the left without missing a stride.


    “The stream we’ve been following the last mile or so will provide fresh water, and we’ll have plenty of kindling for a fire.”


    One of the benefits of traveling through logging country. Though the sap content of pine made it pop a lot more than oak, so they’d have to keep an eye out for flying embers. They only needed a small fire, something big enough to cook on. The nights could get cool this time of year but not cold enough to require a fire for warmth. Fortunate, since they wanted to be as invisible as possible.


    Letty shifted in her saddle. “I’ve never cooked over a campfire before, but I’m handy with a skillet. I’m sure I could fry up some hoecakes or a potato hash.”


    Philip grinned. “Sounds tasty. I’ve got some onion and salt pork we can add to those taters. Won’t be nothin’ fancy, but it’ll fill up the empty places and won’t take as long as simmering a pot of beans.”


    Once they reached the clearing, they got to work setting up camp. For an inexperienced traveler, Letty had a knack for seeing what needed to be done and stepping in to take charge. When he tended the horses, she collected firewood. Then she turned to sorting his supplies while he cleared off an area for the fire and got it lit so it would have time to burn down to coals.


    After an hour, they had the camp set up and plates of fried potatoes and onions in their laps with a delicious skillet corn bread that Letty had concocted. A few of the hoecakes had gotten a little blackened on one side, but even so, they far surpassed the hardtack he usually ate while on the trail. She’d tossed the worst ones to Rusty, who’d scarfed them down as if he were starving, even though Philip had witnessed him feasting on a raccoon not twenty minutes earlier when he’d done a quick scout of the surrounding area.


    Being busy seemed to have lifted Letty’s spirits. She’d even laughed when he’d nearly fallen on his rear thanks to Rusty’s ill-timed appearance. The wily wolf had sneaked up behind him as he was backing toward the stream while giving Letty instructions about coal placement for best cooking results. The backside of Philip’s knees collided with unbudging canine, and he toppled. Only a quick, completely awkward lurching step to his right had kept him from taking a roll in the pine needles. Not exactly the picture of confident masculinity a fella wished to portray in front of a pretty lady, but her amusement softened the blow to his pride. Rusty’s amusement, on the other hand, prickled like a stinging nettle. Philip was certain he’d heard the beast snickering, but the prankster ran off before Philip could verify.


    The sun had set thirty minutes ago, and stars were beginning to dot the darkening sky, adding a touch of elegance to the rustic setting. Philip had found a fallen log during his brief scouting sojourn and dragged it into camp to serve as a bench of sorts. It wobbled worse than a wagon with a lopsided wheel, but it gave them a place to sit other than the ground. Letty didn’t strike him as the sort of woman who would be finicky about accommodations in the middle of the wilderness, but it made him feel like more of a gentleman to provide a seat.


    Careful to keep his weight steady so as not to send her end of the log launching upward, Philip propped his plate on his knees and reached for the coffee he’d left sitting on the ground to his left.


    “So how did you end up with the name Letty Hood?” He slanted a glance her way as he lifted his cup to his mouth.


    She met his gaze for a heartbeat before dropping her attention back to her plate. “You’ll think it silly.”


    He swallowed, then twisted slightly so he could see her better, hoping to convey the sincerity of his interest. “I doubt that.” He lowered his cup. “Names are important. Yet most folks have no say in the one they’re tagged with. You and your grandma, on the other hand, got to choose your new monikers. Neither one of you strikes me as the type to make such a decision without giving it serious thought.”


    A shy smile stretched across her face as she finally turned to look at him. “You must remember, I was only five at the time. Too young to give anything serious thought.”


    “So your grandma picked the name?”


    She shook her head, her gaze shifting to the glow of the coals in the fire pit. “She helped, but she left the choice up to me. She wanted to make sure I would be able to remember whatever name we ended up using.”


    Her spoon came to rest on her plate as her eyes took on a faraway gleam. “I still remember sitting on her lap as she closed the storybook she’d been reading to me and told me we were going to play a long game of pretend. She was going to change her name from Flora to Iris, her favorite flower. She asked if I wanted a flower name, too, like Rose or Lily. But I didn’t want to be a flower. I wanted to be Letty, the name my mother and father had called me when it was just the three of us. Before Daddy died and the fire scared Mama into sending me away.”


    She blinked and then surprised him by turning a grin his way. “Hood, however, came from a much happier place. From my favorite story. My father bought me an illustrated copy of ‘Little Red Riding Hood’ for my fourth birthday. He read it to me every night and even purchased a miniature red cloak for me so we could reenact the adventure. He would crawl about on all fours and howl like a wolf, making me giggle as he chased me around the nursery.” She laughed softly. “For months, I thought the story ended with the wolf and the little girl becoming friends. That’s the way he told it, you see. It wasn’t until Mother read the story to me one night when Father was away, that I learned that the wolf actually gobbled up the girl and her grandmother and would have killed them if the huntsman hadn’t come along. I was horrified. I much preferred the story the way my daddy told it. In his version, the kind, steadfast heart of the little girl convinced the wolf to change his ways, and the two became fast friends. When I told Mama how the story was supposed to end, she got all teary-eyed and declared I was absolutely right. It wasn’t until years later, when Grandmother told me the tale of my parents’ courtship, that I understood my mother’s reaction.”


    Philip set his cup aside and leaned forward. “You have me intrigued.”


    Letty spooned up the last bite of her potato hash and chewed, but her eyes danced with an infectious eagerness that funneled anticipation through his midsection. She lowered her plate to the ground and scooted it toward Rusty, who made short work of the half-eaten hoecake she’d left behind.


    Letty rubbed her hands together. “It’s my favorite story.”


    She beamed a smile at him, which sent an odd ache through his chest. The weariness fell away from her countenance, leaving her radiating childlike enthusiasm and innocence. It captivated him and even knocked off a bit of the calcified cynicism from the edges of his heart.


    “‘Once upon a time there were two brothers,’” she began, “‘the dragon and the wolf. The older brother Drake, the dragon, possessed a driving ambition and an insatiable craving for domination, while his younger brother Lowell, known and feared by all as the wolf, utilized his cunning mind and hunter’s instincts to ferret out their opponents’ weaknesses and capitalize on opportunities other investors couldn’t even see.’”


    Drake and Lowell Radcliffe. Philip set aside his plate and rubbed his palm down the leg of his trousers. He’d heard the history. How the two used to be business partners. How Lowell had been just as ruthless as Drake until he’d found God and grown a conscience. The Radcliffe brothers had a falling-out after that. Philip had assumed it had been a squabble over money or a disagreement over how to manage their businesses, but it seemed God wasn’t the only thing Lowell Radcliffe had found.


    “‘Everything the brothers touched turned to gold,’” Letty said, her voice oozing fairy-tale charm. “‘They grew powerful and were feared by rich and poor alike. The dragon fed on this fear until he believed himself invincible. The wolf, on the other hand, grew tired of superficial respect, of people seeking his company only to see what they could gain. He possessed wealth and power in abundance, but he lacked meaning.


    “‘One day, he caught a glimpse of a young woman orating atop the courthouse steps. Her beauty slowed his pace, but it was her passion that brought him to a halt. Her words resonated with purpose and substance, the very things his life lacked. He stood enthralled as she railed against the practice of child labor, citing stories of malnourishment, injuries, and disease brought on by deplorable working conditions. Children belonged in schools, not factories.


    “‘The wolf recognized himself as the villain in her story, yet he lingered until the crowd dispersed, determined to speak with her. The fair crusader faced the beast and challenged him with her ideals, urging him to stop defining success by ledger lines and choose instead a measuring stick that judged employee satisfaction and loyalty.


    “‘The two took to corresponding after that—he daring her to study economics, and she daring him to tour the floors of his own factories and get to know the children who worked there. They debated philosophy and religion. She read Immanuel Kant. He read Ecclesiastes. The intellectual debates, while stirring, didn’t win the wolf’s heart. It was the woman’s genuine kindness, offered in equal measure to people from all walks of life, that opened his eyes to a higher calling.


    “‘The more time the wolf spent with the lady, the more his soul began to soften. People became more important than dollars. Hope became more important than security. Serving a higher purpose became more important than serving himself. The woman fell deeply in love with the wolf as she watched him transform from a conscienceless beast to a man of compassion and integrity.


    “‘The dragon despised her for dulling his brother’s fangs and demanded he and the wolf split their holdings so his domesticated brother’s new business model wouldn’t destroy everything they had built. But without the wolf’s shrewd insights, the dragon’s greed went unchecked, and his profits suffered.


    “‘The wolf and the lady, on the other hand, created a new legacy built on loyalty. Word spread about the wolf’s newfound sense of fairness, and noble men who once deemed him untrustworthy began to seek his partnership in matters of business.


    “‘The wolf had found his purpose. To love his Lord and his lady, to honor people above profits, and to bring joy instead of fear to as many people as possible. To his daughter most of all.’”


    A nostalgic smile softened Letty’s features as the story came to a close. Only it wasn’t truly over. There was no happily-ever-after for the wolf and his lady. For the dragon had killed his brother and turned his wrath on the lady and her child. Yet as Philip watched Letty stare dreamily into the fire, it became clear that she chose to dwell on the parts of the story that brought her joy and helped her remember her parents as romantic heroes. Perhaps doing so helped her cope with their loss.


    Philip had been trained to concentrate on the bad, not the good. To strip away the pretenses of liars, criminals, and cheats. Made it hard to trust the occasional good he did find in people. Maybe he needed to rewrite a few of his own stories to frame them with a little more hope and happiness.


    He cast a sidelong look at the young woman sitting next to him as she stroked the head of her own tamed wolf.


    “You’re a great storyteller.”


    Letty dipped her chin before shyly meeting his gaze. “Grandmother’s the storyteller. I’m just repeating what she told me.”


    “Somehow I doubt your grandmother spun the yarn with quite the same flair.”


    She shrugged, a splash of pink staining her cheeks. “I might have added a few of my own embellishments and taken a stylistic liberty or two.”


    “Well, I enjoyed your version.”


    “Thank you.” She turned her gaze back toward the fire, and her expression grew introspective. “I think I needed to tell it tonight. To remember not just my father but my mother as well. I know she sent me away to protect me, but every now and then I still feel the sting of abandonment. It was good for me to remember how happy we were together. It makes it easier to believe she hasn’t forgotten about me.”


    “She hasn’t.” Philip reached out a hand to touch her shoulder, wanting to offer some sort of comfort, but then he thought better of it and pressed his palm onto the log instead. “I saw her face, Letty. Heard the love in her voice as she spoke of you. I’d bet a year’s wages that not one day has gone by that she hasn’t thought of you.”


    And if he had to take on the dragon himself, he’d do it to give Letty and her mother the happy ending they deserved.
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    Early afternoon sunshine warmed Letty’s back as she rocked in the saddle along a barely discernible path. Her gaze skimmed over Philip’s back as he led them through the pines on a trail that seemed more suited to wild game than humans. She had no idea where they were, but she trusted her guide. Over the last three days, Philip had proven to have an excellent sense of direction. He left her side only rarely, usually to scout out landmarks or figure out precisely how close they were to a road or settlement. He always made sure Rusty was nearby and charged her wolf with protecting her in his absence. Letty smiled, sliding her focus from Philip down to Rusty, who trotted along at his side.


    Neither man nor beast would likely admit it, but respect was growing between the two. Maybe because Philip had started slipping Rusty scraps from his dinner plate instead of eating every bite himself. Inroads might have been made from the other direction when Rusty proved he could hunt for more than just himself by dropping a rabbit at Letty’s feet two nights ago. Letty had praised his efforts even as she tried not to look at the carcass covered in fluffy bunny fur. Philip had commended him, too, and she’d sworn Rusty had preened at the manly acknowledgment. Not that Letty could cast any stones. She tended to preen herself whenever their guide praised her efforts, whether the compliment pertained to her cooking, her help at camp, or an observation made in conversation that he considered insightful or humorous. She found the latter particularly uplifting, though she did her best to hide her pleasure.


    Having only ever conversed with Grandmother, Letty had doubted her ability to hold her own in social discourse. Philip Carmichael carried none of the entitled snobbishness Grandmother had warned she’d encounter among some of Houston’s elite, but she’d found him to be intelligent and well-read. Not to mention brimming with worldly experience. How naïve he must find her. Yet he never made her feel inferior. He listened to her stories with interest, sought her opinion on camp matters, and even shared some of his own history with her in the evenings when they sat around the fire. He treated her as a friend, not an obligation.


    Mother had chosen well when she’d hired Philip Carmichael as Letty’s escort. Maybe too well. Saying good-bye to this man after his duty was discharged was going to hurt. She’d grown rather . . . accustomed to his company. All right. Maybe more than accustomed. Fond of his company might be a more truthful description.


    It wasn’t that he was particularly charming or accommodating. Nothing like the princely heroes from the stories she’d read as a young girl. He was far too focused on scouring their surroundings for signs of danger to be overly solicitous, though he did seem to know when she began to tire at the end of each day. He’d stopped asking her how she fared because she always assured him she was fine. Wouldn’t do for him to think her weak, and she certainly didn’t want to be responsible for slowing them down. So instead of asking, he used those Pinkerton skills of his to deduce when she was growing weary. Even though she made a point not to slump in the saddle or sigh loud enough to be heard, he still managed to ferret out her true condition. His perception might have been unnerving had she not been so grateful for him calling a halt each time he employed it.


    He didn’t coddle her, though. He expected her to pull her own weight, not only at camp but on the trail as well. A fact she appreciated far more than she would have appreciated being cosseted like some kind of porcelain doll. She’d much rather be seen as capable than delicate. She’d told Philip she wanted to be treated as an equal, and his agreement had proven to be more than simple appeasement. Under his tutelage, she found her confidence in navigating an unknown world growing. He’d given her full charge of their supplies, trusted her to tend the packhorse when he took one of his scouting excursions, and even depended on her to keep an eye on what he called their back trail.


    Recalling her duty, she reined Shadow around to face the way they’d come. Letty scanned the path, peered into the trees, and listened for anything that might hint at an approaching rider, just like Philip had taught her. Seeing and hearing nothing out of the ordinary, she brought Shadow’s head around again, then nudged her into a trot to close the distance her slowdown had opened between her and the rest of their party.


    “Anything to report?” Philip twisted in his saddle to meet her gaze.


    “All clear.”


    He nodded, and a hint of a smile added light to his eyes. “That’s what I like to hear.”


    He faced forward again, and she tried not to be disappointed in the brevity of the interaction. Unlike at the campsite, Philip preferred to keep talking to a minimum on the trail. In forested terrain, one could often hear danger before he could see it, so the less noise they generated as they traveled, the better he could keep an ear out for trouble. It was a sensible strategy. One engaged for her protection. Yet it made for a rather dull journey.


    Philip swiveled a second time. “We’re making good time today. Should reach Church Hill in a few hours.”


    He’d shown her his map last night and pointed out a few possible stopping places, all in Rusk County. Church Hill had been the most centralized location not near a railroad and Philip’s first choice. The town consisted of a church, a school, and a general store. Not much else. Made it easy to pass through the area unnoticed.


    “I’m glad.” Letty clicked her tongue, urging her mare to increase her pace just enough to draw alongside Philip’s horse. If the man was in a chatty mood, she intended to take full advantage. “I remember you saying you’d like to have time to do some hunting.”


    He smiled at her in such a way that her belly did an unexpected somersault. “I might take you fishing instead. Find us a little stream coming off the Sabine. I packed some line and a few hooks. Nothing better than frying up fresh-caught fish for supper.”


    Goodness. Had she just categorized him as not charming? She might need to revisit that assessment. While there was nothing remotely charming about dead fish, the eagerness in his gaze had her picturing him as a boy, eschewing his studies and dashing off to the nearest fishing hole. A vision that charmed her to her toes. She’d never much cared for fishing, but she suddenly found the idea quite attractive. Or maybe it was the man she found attractive.


    “That sounds delightful. I’m not much of a fisherwoman, but I’m game to try.”


    Philip’s grin broadened. “There’s not much to it. Waiting for a bite is the hardest part.” His expression softened, as if a pleasant memory had just traipsed across his mind. “It’s a peaceful pastime. A nice way to unwind after a long day.”


    “I could do with some unwinding.” Letty rolled her head in a small circle, trying to remind her neck and shoulder muscles that they didn’t have to stand at attention all day. Being constantly vigilant made it hard to relax, even when there was no threat in sight.


    Philip nodded in commiseration. “Me too.”


    Letty smiled and glanced down at her lap.


    Philip’s hand shot out and grabbed her reins, nearly scaring her out of her saddle. “Hold.” The quiet command sent frightful shivers coursing over her skin.


    Letty jerked her head up and searched his face for a clue as to what was happening. His expression had hardened to something resembling granite as he stared straight ahead.


    “He hears something.” Philip’s murmured explanation did little to calm her racing pulse.


    She followed his gaze to where Rusty stood on the trail. Head up. Ears perked. Body stiff. She’d never seen her wolf so intent. Not even when hunting. Letty searched the area for clues to what might be setting him off, but she saw only trees and brush.


    Rusty tilted his head, the movement sharp, as if he had just heard another sound. Before Letty could ascertain what he’d heard, the wolf shot off at a run.


    “Rusty! No. Come back!”


    The wolf ignored her calls, as did Philip, who was angling his horse between her and whatever danger Rusty had decided to chase down. Alone. She pulled her mare’s head around, desperate to try to spy Rusty in the trees, but Philip’s large frame kept blocking her view.


    “Stay behind me.” He pulled his rifle from its scabbard and levered a cartridge into the chamber.


    She obeyed and reached for the knife she kept sheathed at her waist. She pulled the weapon, determined to help in whatever fight might come.


    But nothing came. Not even Rusty.


    After several long minutes, Philip laid his rifle across his lap and gathered the packhorse’s lead. “He must’ve scented a deer or something. I’ll keep an eye out for trouble, but for now, I think it best for us to keep moving.”


    “All right.” Letty slipped her knife back into her sheath, but the feeling of danger would not be put away so easily. It lingered, tugging at her heart, building inside her like steam in a kettle.


    Shadow fell into step behind Steele, and Letty did her best to calm her thumping heart. Philip had the experience in situations like this. She trusted him. They’d just had a little scare. That’s all. No need to let it rattle her. No harm had come from it. Yet that logic did nothing to dull the rising sense of urgency in her breast.


    Something was wrong. She didn’t know what, and she didn’t know where, but she knew in her soul that danger lurked.


    Is this feeling from you, Lord? Or is it just my overactive imagination manifesting danger where there is none?


    She searched her heart, and then she searched the trees. Neither offered the answers she sought.


    “Are you sure we shouldn’t wait for Rusty to return?”


    Philip did not turn around to respond. “Rusty will find us when he’s ready. Just like he always does.”


    Maybe, but this time felt different. It felt . . . weightier. It reminded her of the urgency that had pressed against her heart the morning she found her grandmother collapsed.


    She peered into the trees again, in the direction Rusty had run. What had called him away? What had he heard? And why couldn’t she let it go?


    They traveled in silence, Philip leading them out of the thickest trees to an area that offered greater visibility. Time ticked past, and she noticed the rigidity in Philip’s posture begin to relax. The sight should have comforted her. Fifteen minutes, perhaps twenty had passed with no evidence of an imminent threat. Yet the unease in her spirit refused to abate.


    That’s when she heard it. Rusty’s howl. She turned in her saddle and scanned the outlying trees for a glimpse of her pet. A flash of reddish-brown fur darted between the pines.


    “Rusty!” Letty brought her mare’s head around and tugged her to a halt. “Good boy. Come!”


    The pressure on her heart lifted momentarily, but when Rusty breached the clearing, her relief evaporated. There was no tail wag, no happy reunion. He charged up to them, stared at her as if trying to tell her something, then spun around as if to take off again.


    “What’s wrong, Rusty?” Something obviously had him agitated.


    He padded close to her, nudged her heel with his head, then ran off a few paces. Halfway to the trees, he turned and barked.


    Comprehension dawned. “He wants us to follow him.”


    Philip scowled at her. “Absolutely not. Whatever has him riled is not our problem.”


    She couldn’t argue with Philip’s logic. It would be far safer to mind their own business than to go gallivanting off into the unknown. But her heart throbbed within her breast with a newfound certainty she couldn’t ignore.


    “I have to go.”


    “Not a chance. You’re my responsibility, and—”


    “I’m going.” Her conscience would allow nothing less.


    He lunged for her reins, but she had already urged Shadow into motion.


    The moment Rusty spotted her movement, he turned and bounded away.


    “After him, Shadow.” Letty prayed she wasn’t making a mistake that would cost her her life. Or the friendship of the man she’d come to admire.
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    “Letty!”


    Philip dropped the packhorse’s lead line, ordered the animal to stand, and kicked Steele into pursuit. He’d lose her in the trees if he didn’t hurry.


    He grabbed his rifle before it could slide off his lap, wishing he had time to shove it back into his scabbard. He’d be more comfortable riding without the encumbrance, but having a weapon in hand might prove beneficial depending on what they encountered.


    Fool woman. How was he supposed to protect her if she went haring off on some wild wolf chase? They had no idea where Drake Radcliffe’s men were or how close they might be. Not to mention a dozen other dangers she could stumble into. Black bears, timber rattlers, outlaws. Shoot, riding this fast through a dense forest was folly enough. She could get hit by a low-hanging branch. Her horse could step wrong and take them both down. Without knowing the terrain, she risked coming upon a gully or ravine with no warning. What if an animal spooked her mare and the horse reared? Letty could break her neck.


    Thinking about all the dangers that could befall his charge so distracted him he nearly ran into a rogue branch himself. He lunged to his right, the end of the branch catching the brim of his hat. He reached up, rifle and all, to fit the hat back onto his head before he lost it, then realized he might have lost something else.


    Letty.


    He whipped his head from side to side, desperate to catch a glimpse of her. She’d been right in front of him. Only a few horse lengths at most separating them. A vise clamped around his gut and began to twist. Where did she go?


    Heart hammering, he slowed his mount and scoured the forest in front of him, widening his search area with each sweep of his gaze.


    Please, God. Please, please, please.


    “Letty!” He hollered with such force his throat ached.


    A bark echoed somewhere to his right. He snapped his attention in that direction and nudged Steele into a trot. A flash of red caught his eye as it moved between the trees about forty yards ahead.


    “Yah!” He kicked Steele into a canter as he chased that flash of color—the hooded cape she kept rolled up and tied to the back of her saddle.


    Steele surged forward, responding to his master’s urgency. A series of barks echoed through the trees, the sound reminding Philip of a coon dog that had treed his prey. Rusty had reached his target. Using the sound as a beacon, Philip followed the barks west.


    The terrain grew steeper, forcing him to slow his mount. A movement at the top of the hill drew his eye. A black horse carrying a small rider. A stripe of red winked at him from behind the saddle before the horse disappeared over the rise.


    Switching to a more direct path, Philip steered Steele straight up the hill. The steepness slowed their pace but significantly reduced the distance they had to travel.


    “C’mon, boy. Just a little farther.” Rusty’s barks echoed from somewhere just over the ridge. Whatever the wolf had led them to, they were nearly upon it.


    Then all at once, the barking stopped.


    It doesn’t mean anything’s wrong. It just means Letty caught up to him.


    But not knowing what that wolf of hers had brought them out here to find drove dozens of tiny cactus spines into his heart.


    Finally, he crested the ridge, and in one sweeping glance took in the scene.


    Rocky outcroppings to his left. Trees and a gentle downward slope to his right. Letty’s mare stood in a clearing ten yards ahead, saddle empty. Rusty stood atop a flat rock a short ways past the horse, his head bowed, his attention on something on the other side.


    Then there was Letty, sprawled on her belly next to her wolf, feet wriggling as she slithered forward, head hidden from Philip’s view.


    “It’s all right.” Her voice echoed like blissful music in his ears.


    He patted Steele’s neck in celebration as they moved into the clearing.


    “Take my hand, Calvin.” Her voice, obviously not aimed at him, sounded strained.


    All reassurance emptied from Philip’s muscles in an instant. He dismounted in a leap and ran for the rock, his pace quickening as he realized he could see no land past the outcropping. Was she dangling over a cliff? This wasn’t mountain country, but steep ravines could still be deadly. One slip on the loose soil and rock and a person could tumble all the way to the bottom, busting and breaking who knew what on the way down.


    “That’s it.” Letty grunted. “Just stretch a little higher.” Letty’s shoulders slid over the edge as she reached for whoever was on the other side.


    Even if the person was small, their weight could easily drag her off the ledge. The thought had barely crossed his mind when she started sliding.


    Philip dropped his rifle and pumped his legs harder, his gaze locked on her boots. Afraid his momentum would push her over the side, he approached at an angle and launched himself across her lower half from a perpendicular position.


    She released a grunt as his weight landed atop her, but all he cared about was the fact that her legs were now pinned to the rock, his body anchoring them in place.


    “I’ve got you!” she cried to someone he still couldn’t see.


    “And I’ve got you.” His sides heaved as a prayer of gratitude winged heavenward.


    He felt the muscles in Letty’s back and legs tighten as she strained to reel in whatever fish she’d caught. Wanting to get her away from the ledge as quickly as possible, he shifted his weight just enough to wrap his arms around her legs and heave her backward. Once her shoulders cleared the top of the ridge and neutralized the immediate danger of her falling over the side, Philip flattened himself on his belly beside her and peered over the edge.


    A boy stared up at him, face scraped and covered in dirt, eyes brimming with tears. The lad couldn’t be older than eight or nine. Nothing but a few inches of ledge and an exposed tree root for a handhold separated him from the bottom of the ravine. Philip’s heart gave a twinge as he reached over the side, grabbed a fistful of the boy’s shirt, and dragged him onto the safety of the rock.


    He expected the kid to need a minute to recover—heaven knew Philip did—but the boy popped up and immediately started tugging on Philip’s sleeve.


    “Please, mister, you gotta help my brother.”


    Philip rolled over and crunched up to a sitting position, then offered Letty a supportive hand as she did the same. Their eyes met. Gratitude glimmered in her gaze, but it played second fiddle to the deluge of concern flooding her expression. A tiny tip of her head was all it took to make it clear where she wanted him to devote his attention.


    “Please, mister. He’s hurt real bad.”


    Philip turned back to the boy. “Where is he?”


    The boy raised a trembling hand and pointed back to the ravine. “Down there.”


    ****


    Letty gripped the edge of the rock and searched the expanse below. Her gaze slid farther and farther down until she spied a dark, crumpled form near the streambed at the base. An impossibly small form. A gasp rose in her throat, but she swallowed it. She didn’t want to add to Calvin’s distress. The boy was still shaking from his own ordeal.


    Before she could turn, she felt Philip come alongside, his presence providing immediate comfort and assurance that instilled her with a confidence she couldn’t have manifested on her own.


    “Do you see him?” she murmured. “To the left. By the streambed.”


    “I see him.” His voice sounded grim. Much like her heart felt.


    The boy wasn’t moving. She prayed he’d simply been rendered unconscious from his fall. That a chance remained for him to recover.


    “I’ll get a rope and repel down to fetch him.”


    Letty pushed away from the edge of the rock and brushed off her hands. “I’ll help.”


    “There’s a small satchel tied to the back of my saddle filled with bandages and medicinal supplies. Fetch that for me along with my rope while I find a good place to tie off.” Philip’s sharp gaze had already begun studying the nearest trees, seeking one stable enough to serve as an anchor.


    Scrambling quickly to her feet, Letty smiled at Calvin and reached for his shoulder. “Come. Help me gather the things Mr. Carmichael needs.”


    Tear tracks streaked Calvin’s dirty face. “Is Dennis gonna be all right?”


    Heavens, but she wanted to say yes. To promise that his brother was going to be just fine. But false hope would only make it harder for him to deal with whatever reality awaited.


    Hunkering down to look him straight in the eyes, Letty took hold of the boy’s hand and gave it a firm squeeze. “I don’t know how badly your brother is hurt, Calvin, but I do know that Mr. Carmichael will do everything he can to protect him and keep him safe. He’s very good at protecting people.”


    All she had to do was recall his weight falling upon her to prove her statement true. She’d felt herself slipping over the side of the ledge until his body had pressed her legs against the rock and kept her from falling. She’d not given much thought to how he might react to her riding off beyond expecting to earn his displeasure and anger. Yet, not only had he followed, he’d thrown himself into the fray immediately upon his arrival. A fact she thanked God for. She might have been the one to initially heed the call, but Philip was the one who made the rescue. Without him, she and Calvin might very well be at the bottom of that ravine right now with poor Dennis.


    Keeping hold of Calvin’s hand, Letty straightened and led the way to where Steele stood in the dirt at the base of the rock. Spotting the long coil of rope tied to the side of Philip’s saddle, Letty headed there first. Releasing Calvin’s hand, she untied the leather thongs holding the rope in place, then handed it down to the boy.


    “Here. Take this to Mr. Carmichael.”


    He jabbed his arm through the loop, then pushed it up over his shoulder. The boy was obviously no stranger to carting such supplies. Like a little soldier who’d received his orders, Calvin spun around and ran toward Philip.


    “Don’t go near the edge,” Letty called after him, worried the child’s concern for his brother might make him incautious.


    She watched him for a moment, glad when Philip stepped around to the backside of a tree growing along the rim and intercepted Calvin several feet from the ravine. Trusting Philip to keep an eye on the boy, Letty turned her attention to collecting the medical supplies. She found them beneath a rain slicker in a small satchel. Working quickly, she unfastened the straps that moored it to the saddle, then hurried to join the others.


    Philip glanced up at her approach and accepted the bag she held out to him. “Thanks.” He stretched the strap over his head and pushed one arm through so the bag hung across his body. Then he gave the rope he’d just knotted around the base of a loblolly pine a hard yank. He appeared convinced that it would hold his weight, but she couldn’t help worrying just a little. Philip had proven himself quite capable, but dropping into a ravine didn’t seem like the type of skill most Pinkertons would be required to perform on a regular basis. What if something went wrong?


    She kept her doubts to herself, though, not wanting them to damage the confidence of either male in her vicinity. Besides, she’d likely have to traverse the rope herself to lend assistance once Philip assessed the damage. Thankfully, the ravine’s drop was only sheer at the top. After the first eight to ten feet, it became more of a steep slope than a cliff. The rope would simply provide the stability needed to descend in a controlled manner. She could manage it.


    Philip tossed the remainder of the rope into the ravine. It failed to reach the bottom, but it would get them past the steepest sections.


    “I’ll watch you go down, then follow after you.”


    Philip’s gaze slammed into hers with all the softness of a sledgehammer hitting iron. “No, ma’am. You’re staying here.”


    “But you’ll need my help with Dennis. How will you ever get him back up here on your own?”


    “I’ll manage.”


    “But—”


    “This isn’t up for discussion, Letty.” He skewered her with a glare that made her ribs ache. Then his gaze darted to Calvin and back. “Watch over the boy. He needs you more than I do at the moment.”


    The pronouncement only intensified her rib ache.


    Pressing her lips together to keep her hurt from leaking out, she nodded her acceptance. He nodded as well, and a few of the storm clouds cleared from his gray eyes. He moved into position at the edge of the rock, swung the medical bag around to his back, then gripped the rope.


    “Wait!” Watching that bag swing gave her an idea.


    Letty ran to her mare and unfastened her bedroll. She flung it open on the ground, grabbed the thin blanket from inside, then ran back to Philip.


    “Here.” She thrust it toward him. “You can use it like a sling to strap the boy to your back before making the climb back up.”


    His brows raised slightly, but he accepted the offering and draped it around the strap on the medical bag.


    “Thanks.”


    Not wanting him to leave with anger sparking between them, she touched his arm, hoping he could sense her support. “Be careful, Philip.”


    His face softened, and the ache in her ribs eased just a bit. “I will.”


    Then before she could say anything else, he dropped over the side and disappeared from view.
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    Philip set his jaw as the rope slid slowly through his hands. He peered over one shoulder to keep an eye on where he planted each foot. He’d not do the kid any good with a twisted ankle. If the kid was even alive.


    His throat tightened as he widened his scope to take in the young man. Dennis still hadn’t moved. One of his arms seemed to be lying at an unnatural angle, too. Not a good sign.


    Please let him be alive, Lord.


    No parent should have to bury a child. It went against the natural order. Yet far too many children found their way into early graves. Like Andrew. His brother would have been twenty-five this year had he not contracted diphtheria at the age of six. Philip still remembered standing in the cemetery next to his father, hearing his mother weep softly, and feeling his sister slip her tiny hand into his. As the oldest, it was his job to protect the younger ones, and although he understood he had no power to thwart sickness, it still felt as if he’d failed somehow. He’d been around Calvin’s age when he’d dropped that handful of dirt onto his brother’s coffin, the damp clod making a mournful thump as it hit pine.


    Philip yanked his gaze from Dennis and his mind from his memories and forced himself to concentrate on placing one step after another. When he reached the end of the rope, he pivoted to face downhill and half trotted, half skidded the last ten or so feet. He hunkered beside the unconscious boy, careful not to bump him. Turning his cheek, Philip pressed his ear close to Dennis’s mouth, praying that he’d feel the warmth of breath. A slight wheeze sounded, and Philip zeroed in on the kid’s chest. It moved.


    He jerked his face up and cupped his hands around his mouth. “He’s alive!”


    Two faces peered at him from the rock ledge above. One small and nondescript from this distance, the other attached to a long braid of auburn hair that glowed in the late-afternoon sunlight as it dangled over the lip of the ravine. A pointy canine face poked into the picture as well. The only thing missing was a pair of horse noses.


    Philip shook his head. He wanted to scowl and shoo them all away from the edge, but over the past few days, Letty had proven to be a nurturing sort. Affectionate with the animals. Even fussed over him, pestering him about sleeping and eating enough. She’d do nothing to endanger Calvin. Lying on their bellies to watch was likely safer than standing up and peering into the ravine. And while he didn’t particularly want to have an audience for what was sure to be an agonizing series of events, he understood the need a brother had to watch over his own.


    Turning back to Dennis, he examined the boy as gently as he could, checking for other broken bones and for bleeding. His right arm was definitely busted, but the bone hadn’t pierced the skin, thank God. Dennis moaned when Philip pressed lightly against the bottom of his chest. Probably had a few cracked ribs. The kid’s belly was soft to the touch, though, instilling hope that there wasn’t bleeding inside. Scrapes lined his face and hands, but Philip couldn’t find any serious wounds. Maybe he had a chance, after all. If Philip could get him back up the ravine without doing any additional damage.


    A daunting prospect seeing as how he’d never set a broken arm before. He’d had one set, though, about ten years ago, after he’d busted his when Dalton Jones dared him to ride his pa’s unbroken mustang. He’d held on longer than any of the other boys who’d been foolish enough to take Dalton up on his challenge, but he’d flown higher than they had, too. And landed harder. Mama had not been impressed when he’d limped home with his arm cradled against his belly. He’d never received such a tongue lashing. Didn’t help that she was crying through most of it, making him feel even worse for causing her such distress. The doctor had set his arm with slow, steady pulling and pushing until his bones lined up properly.


    Philip would have to do the same for Dennis. The kid’s arm had to be straight for him to splint it, and it needed to be splinted to keep it from further injury as they made their ascent out of the ravine.


    Probably a good thing the kid was unconscious. This was gonna hurt like the dickens.


    Philip moved into position and set his jaw as he gently probed to determine where the edges of the break were. Taking hold above the boy’s wrist, he paused to steady his own nerves.


    Guide my hands, Lord, and place the bones where they need to go.


    He swallowed, trying not to lose a grip on his confidence. If God could use a shepherd boy with no military experience to slay a giant, maybe he could use a Pinkerton agent with no medical experience to set an arm. He inhaled deeply, then held his breath as he began to tug.


    Don’t let me make things worse.


    Philip worked as carefully as he could, the boy’s insensible whimpers tearing at his heart. The arm began to find a more natural position, but the last bit of maneuvering was going to be the worst. Bracing his foot against the boy’s upper arm, he tugged and twisted with greater force. Dennis screamed and tried to sit up, but Philip slid his leg over the top of the boy’s chest and held him down until the bone edges finally found their fit. He immediately laid the arm down and scooted his leg off the writhing boy.


    “Easy, Dennis. You have a broken arm. I was setting it.” Philip placed his palms on the boy’s shoulders, gently holding him in place. “My name’s Philip Carmichael. Your brother, Calvin, sent me down to help you. You fell into the ravine. Do you remember?”


    “Dennis!” Calvin’s panicked, high-pitched voice echoed from above.


    The boy stilled and opened his eyes. Pain clouded his gaze, but he managed to focus on Philip’s face. “Calvin. Is he . . . ?”


    Philip smiled. “He’s fine. I think the little scrapper was trying to climb down into the ravine to rescue you, but he had the good sense to stop and call for help.”


    At least that’s what he assumed Calvin had been doing.


    “We found him and pulled him up. He’s safe.”


    Dennis’s eyes slid closed. “That’s good.”


    “Dennis?” A second cry came from above. A sob caused Calvin’s voice to crack.


    Philip eased away from Dennis, his hold no longer required. He sat back on his heels and turned toward the overhang. “He’s going to be all right,” he shouted. “Just had to set his arm.”


    All distance separating Letty and Calvin had vanished. How easily he could imagine her wrapping an arm around the boy and petting his back like she did Rusty. She wasn’t one to withhold comfort or affection. Not even from highhanded Pinkertons who snapped orders and denied her requests.


    He still remembered the touch of her hand on his arm and the softness in her gaze as she urged him to be careful. They’d been arguing not two minutes before, yet she’d set all that aside in an instant to convey genuine concern for his well-being. Not many women of his acquaintance handled themselves with such magnanimity. Men either, for that matter. Probably himself included.


    Turning back to his patient, he frowned at the boy’s closed eyes. “You still with me, Dennis?”


    Lashes fluttered, then lifted. “Yessir.”


    “Good.” This was going to be hard enough to manage with a conscious kid. Trying to wrangle an unconscious one would be much more difficult. “I’m going to help you sit up.”


    Carefully supporting the arm he’d just set, Philip placed it across the boy’s chest so Dennis wouldn’t try to move it on his own when he sat up. Dennis squeezed his eyes shut and moaned during the transition, but he didn’t cry out. Brave lad.


    “You ready?”


    The kid opened his eyes, a glint of determination sharpening his gaze. “Mm-hmm.”


    Philip took hold of Dennis’s left arm and placed a supporting hand to the boy’s back. “We’re gonna go slow. Your ribs will likely pinch, so be prepared for that. But if anything else hurts, or if those ribs take a bad turn, give a holler, and I’ll stop.”


    Dennis clenched his jaw and nodded.


    Slowly, they got him up. Dennis grunted as he rose and drew his knees in to sit cross-legged as he curled forward.


    Glad to see him moving his legs on his own, Philip peered over the boy’s shoulder to scan his back for any sign of injury. Dirt caked his shirt, but he didn’t see any stains that looked like blood.


    “How’s your head?”


    “It hurts,” Dennis admitted, his eyes squinting against the sunlight, “but not as much as my arm.”


    “Well, we’re going to get that arm splinted for you. Should help keep it stabilized, though I can’t promise it will make it hurt less.” Philip pulled his hands away from the boy, checking to ensure he remained upright. “I’m going to hunt up some wood to use for that splint, all right?”


    “Yessir.”


    The kid’s voice didn’t exactly brim with confidence, but he wasn’t weaving about like someone fixing to topple, so Philip chose to trust his word. A young man’s pride could be a powerful motivator, and Dennis struck him as a lad eager to prove his manhood.


    “How old are you, Dennis?” Philip asked as he wandered along the creek bed behind them, searching for a pair of suitable sticks.


    “I’ll be eleven in January.”


    Philip grinned at the boy’s attempt to make himself seem older. He remembered what it was like to be in a hurry to grow up. Believing that being older would provide more control over one’s life. More freedom. Too bad all that freedom came with a heap of responsibility, disillusionment, and weariness. Philip was only twenty-seven, but even he longed for the carefree days of childhood on occasion. For the idealism and simplicity that used to mark his days.


    “Almost eleven, huh?” Philip picked up a stick and bent it between his hands to test its strength. It snapped. He tossed it aside. “I remember being eleven. Couldn’t keep me away from the fishin’ hole in those days.” He picked up another stick. Kind of rough and not completely straight, but it passed the bend test without breaking. He tucked it under his arm. “You fish?”


    “Some. I like huntin’ better. Pa said he’d buy me my own gun when I turn twelve.”


    “Did he? That’s a big deal.”


    Philip spied a fallen branch that had likely gotten swept downstream the last time they had a big rain. It stretched across the narrow creek. He jogged over to it and used his boot to snap off a nice straight limb. Dropping his previous find, he tested the sturdiness of the new piece. Just green enough to keep from snapping under normal pressure but dry enough that he could break the thinner end with his boot if he put his weight into it. He broke off two pieces, each about a foot long, cleaned off the excess twigs and dried leaves, then jogged back to Dennis and measured them against the boy’s arm. Not perfect, but they’d do.


    “What’s the biggest game you ever brought down?” Philip asked, hoping to keep the boy distracted.


    He opened his medical satchel and pulled out a roll of bandages.


    “A deer.” Dennis winced and hissed in a breath when Philip stretched the broken arm away from the boy’s body to apply the splint.


    “Wow. I didn’t get my first deer until I was twelve. I’m impressed.”


    He prodded Dennis for more details as he tied the splint pieces in place. The kid obliged, though most of his answers were short and clipped due to the pain. Once Philip had the splint secured, he wrapped the entire appendage in a second bandage, then tied off the end.


    “All right, Dennis. Let’s stand up. I want to wrap your ribs before we start our climb.”


    Dennis gave a dubious glance toward the rope hanging down into the ravine. “I, uh, don’t think I’m going to be able to make that climb, mister.”


    Philip smiled. “Not to worry, kid. I’m going to do all the climbing. All you gotta do is ride along.” He motioned for Dennis to hold up his shirt with his good arm, then wrapped his ribs nice and tight. “Your pa ever give you a piggyback ride?”


    “Yessir.”


    “We’re going to do the same. Only I’m going to use this blanket as sort of a sling to help you stay on, since you only have one good arm at the moment.”


    Philip used his knife to slit the corners of the blanket to make it easier to tie strong knots. He tied the bottom corners together around his waist, then flipped the top portion over one shoulder and wrapped the edges around his hand to keep the blanket in place. The sling flopped loosely behind him. He and Dennis walked as far as they could toward the waiting rope, then stopped so Dennis could climb into the sling.


    Hunkering down low, Philip used the ravine wall to steady himself as Dennis ducked inside the blanket and wrapped his good arm around Philip’s neck. When the boy’s legs tightened around his waist, Philip pushed to a standing position.


    “Hold tight with those legs, all right?” Philip separated the top blanket corners, pulled the excess fabric taut over Dennis’s back, then tied the edges together. He slipped his right arm through the hole to keep the sling from choking him if Dennis lost his grip. “This should make it easier for you to hold on, but the more you help, the easier it will be for me to climb.”


    “I’ll hold on, mister. Don’t you worry.”


    Philip grinned. Sounded like Dennis wasn’t too sure about the sling idea. Philip didn’t blame him. The thing was far from comfortable and probably looked ridiculous. Nevertheless, he felt better having the extra security, and maybe it would help keep him from jostling Dennis too badly. That arm of his needed all the stability they could wrangle.


    “All right. Here we go.” Philip leaned forward and picked his way up the slope until he reached the rope.


    Hand over hand, he climbed, taking extra care to plant each foot, all too aware of the splint prodding his back and the damage a fall could wreak. The steeper the wall became, though, the harder it was to find a proper foothold. His arms burned. His breath heaved. And sweat rolled down his face.


    Three-quarters of the way up, the slope turned into a vertical wall. Philip dug his pointed boot toes into the side of the ravine and coiled the rope around his left arm while he shook out the muscles on his right. He blew out a huff of air as he gauged the distance to the top. Not that far. Maybe eight feet. Yet those eight feet seemed to stretch into the heavens, with nothing but his worn-out arms to get them there.


    Give me strength, Lord. I don’t think I can make it on my own.


    His eyes slid closed for a moment, then popped open when a dusting of dirt hit his face. He jerked his head back, tightening his grip on the rope with his left hand while he reached for his knife with his right. But Dennis’s legs were in the way, blocking his access to his belt.


    “You all right, mister?” The kid’s muffled question vibrated through him.


    No, he wasn’t all right. His arms were about to give out, and there was a snake slithering down the side of the ravine, not three feet from his head.


    Philip blinked. Scrunched his forehead. Was it a snake?


    “Keep it coming, Calvin.” Letty’s head appeared as she leaned over the ledge. Her gaze found Philip’s. “I fashioned a stirrup. Slip it over your boot, and Steele will pull you the rest of the way.”


    The snake drew closer, its head twisting to reveal a hollow loop. She’d torn the other blanket into strips and made a rope. Seemed the Good Book was right about the Lord knowing what you needed before you asked.


    “Everything’s fine, Dennis,” Philip assured him. “We’re almost to the top.”


    Philip waved to Letty to let her know he’d heard her instructions, then waited for the rope to come within reach. Once he had it in hand, he shifted his weight to the left and slipped the loop over his right boot.


    “Got it!” He fit the wool strip alongside the rope so he could hold on to both at once. “Take it slow.”


    Letty’s head disappeared, and a moment later, he felt a tug on his boot as Steele took up the slack and began pulling Philip’s weight. He used his left foot as a brace against the ravine wall to keep them from twisting as they rose.


    In no time, they reached the top, Steele dragging Philip over the ledge until his chest scraped rock. He heard Letty call “Whoa!” somewhere in the distance, but he focused on pulling his hips and legs onto the safety of flat ground and getting Dennis away from the chasm.


    “Dennis!” Calvin ran up to them and helped free his brother from the sling.


    Philip felt the grip around his midsection loosen as Dennis relaxed his legs and slid free to stand on his own. Something Philip would do just as soon as he found the strength.


    Then a pair of delicate, yet surprisingly strong, hands came to his aid, lifting him up and helping him stand.


    “Are you all right?” she murmured close to his ear.


    He stretched his arm over her shoulders—merely for support, he told himself, not because she was an amazing woman who’d just rescued him with an impressive show of ingenuity.


    “I am now.” He twisted to meet her gaze. “Thank you.”


    Her lashes dipped over her eyes. “You and Steele did all the hard work. I just tore up a blanket.”


    “Had I known you were the great butcherer of bedrolls, I would have stocked up on extra linens before we left.”


    A chuckle burst from her, lifting her lashes to reveal hazel eyes alive with amusement. His chest expanded at the sight. The woman was beautiful when she laughed.


    A warmth that felt an awful lot like admiration spread across his chest and out into the arm currently draped over her shoulder. The temptation to caress the side of her face came upon him with such strength, his arm twitched. Deciding he better walk under his own power from this point on, he dropped his arm from her shoulders and took a step away from her.


    “Guess we better see these boys home.”


    She looked at him curiously, as if trying to decipher his behavior. He couldn’t decide if he wanted her to be successful in that particular quest or not. The moment passed, though, and her gaze drifted from him to settle on the boys standing a few feet away. “Yes, I suppose we should.”
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    “There it is.” Calvin pointed through the trees to a small cabin in a clearing about a quarter mile away. “Mama’s gonna blister my britches for being so late.”


    Letty gave the boy in her lap a little squeeze of encouragement with the side of her arm. “I’m sure she’ll understand.”


    Having never been around children before, she’d found the half hour following Dennis’s rescue quite wonderful. Calvin sat in front of her on Shadow while his brother rode with Philip, and without even trying, the boys utterly captured her heart. Two adventurous spirits, loyal to each other, and brave in the face of adversity. They awoke something maternal inside her, something that urged her to look past the massive boulders of her uncle’s threat and her family’s expectations to imagine a future that stretched beyond them, one that might include a husband and children of her own.


    Calvin leaned back against her. “Maybe. But I’m gonna have to tell her it’s my fault that Dennis got hurt.” His voice drooped.


    “You were playing, and the ground gave out beneath your brother’s feet. That was an accident.”


    “But it was my fault Dennis was so close to the edge. We were stick fighting, and I jabbed him in the belly when he wasn’t looking. The surprise made him jump back. He slipped and fell over the side.”


    Tension radiated through his small body, and Letty’s heart throbbed in response. “You didn’t intend for your brother to get hurt. Dennis knows that. Your mother will, too.” She shifted in the saddle to sit up a little straighter. “But something else happened today that was definitely your fault.”


    Calvin swiveled his head, his forehead scrunched. “What?”


    She smiled. “Dennis’s rescue.”


    His nose decided to get in on the scrunchy action, wrinkling at the bridge. “But you and Mr. Carmichael did all the rescuin’. Not me.”


    “We never would have been there if you hadn’t called for help. That makes you the hero.” She tapped the end of his nose.


    He didn’t look convinced, but some of the tension leaked out of him as he faced forward again.


    Letty glanced at Philip, riding a few feet away, and blushed when she caught the half smile on his face. She hadn’t given thought to who else might be listening. Shifting in the saddle, she tried in vain to subdue the overzealous dragonfly that decided to clamor about in her belly the moment she realized her escort was paying attention.


    Navigating her gaze away from the dragonfly instigator, Letty dropped her gaze to the boy sitting in front of the compelling Pinkerton. “How are you holding up, Dennis?”


    They’d repurposed the blanket strips to fashion a sling for his arm to make the journey a bit easier, but weariness had etched itself upon Dennis’s face.


    “I’m fine, ma’am.”


    He was far from fine, but she pretended not to notice. Both to spare his pride and Calvin’s guilt.


    “You’re a tough young man,” she praised. “Your parents are going to be very proud of you. Of both of you.”


    His chin lifted at her words, and a bit of a spark returned to eyes that had gone rather dull during their ride.


    As they passed through the tree line into the clearing, Letty spotted a man leading a saddled horse out of a barn. A man wearing a gun belt.


    Her gaze immediately sought out her wolf. “Rusty. Heel.”


    The red wolf turned his head toward her, a questioning whine echoing in his throat.


    She patted her thigh. “Come.”


    Rusty trotted toward her, then stayed beside her right stirrup as they approached the cabin.


    The man by the barn turned in their direction and stared for a long moment. “Dennis? That you, boy? Calvin?”


    “It’s us, Pa!” Calvin lifted an arm and waved it in an arc wide enough to sway his whole body.


    Their father dropped his horse’s lead line and jogged toward the cabin. “Susanne! It’s the boys. They’re back.”


    A heartbeat later, the cabin door swung inward, and a thin woman emerged, dish towel in hand. “God be praised!”


    She darted around her husband and ran out to meet her children, dish towel flopping unheeded at her side. Her husband followed at a more measured pace, but he stretched his walking stride to its limits.


    When she caught sight of Rusty, however, she pulled up short. “Good heavens. Is that a wolf?”


    “He’s tame,” Letty called out. “I raised him from a pup. He won’t hurt you.” She reined her horse to a halt, then turned to her pet. “Rusty, sit.”


    Thankfully, he was in a mood to oblige.


    “Stay.”


    She nudged Shadow a few steps forward, leaving Rusty behind.


    “He’s just like any old dog, Mama.” Calvin squirmed, obviously eager to get down. Letty halted her mare and lowered the boy to the ground so he could run to his mother. And run he did. Calvin collided with his mama at such a rate of speed, he nearly bowled her over as he threw his arms around her waist and squeezed her tight. After staggering back a step, Susanne found her balance and embraced her son with enthusiasm. Calvin didn’t linger in the hug, though. Pulling out of their embrace, he immediately started gesturing to the company on horseback behind him.


    “Dennis fell into the ravine. It was an accident, so you shouldn’t be mad at us, but it all worked out ’cause I yelled for help, and Rusty, the wolf, heard me and fetched his people.” The words spilled out so fast, his mama’s eyes took on a slightly glazed appearance. “Mr. Carmichael hauled me off the ledge, then climbed down into the ravine to fetch Dennis.


    “He busted his arm when he fell, but Mr. Carmichael set it for him, then carried him on his back all the way up the cliff. I helped Mrs. Carmichael tie strips of blanket together to make an extra rope that we tied to the gray horse so he could pull them up over the steepest part.”


    Mrs. Carmichael? Oh dear. That wasn’t right. But how was she to correct the erroneous assumption without blackening her reputation in the process? Not that she could get a word in edgewise even if she wanted to. Calvin was still spewing his story at full steam.


    The boy grabbed his mother’s hand and tugged her toward Philip, who reined in his mount in front of the pair. Susanne cast a wary glance toward Rusty as she moved forward, but the wolf remained stationary, offering enough reassurance that she turned her attention to her injured child.


    “We gotta be extra careful with his arm,” Calvin instructed. “Mr. Carmichael says he still needs to see a real doctor, ’cause he ain’t one, but that he’s sure Dennis will be fine.” He looked up to Philip, adoration shining in his eyes. “Ain’t that right?”


    “Yep.” Philip smiled and tipped his hat to Susanne, not that she noticed. She focused her full attention on Dennis, reaching out to touch her boy’s leg.


    “Dennis?” Tears thickened the woman’s voice.


    Her husband finally reached her side and placed a hand to her back. “Are you all right, son?”


    Dennis, brave soul, nodded to his father. “Yessir. It hurts some, but it’s better now than it was.”


    “Oh, my sweet boy.” Susanne turned to her husband. “Lincoln, you best ride for the doctor.”


    Lincoln patted his wife’s shoulder in a conciliatory fashion, making no move to run for his horse. “Let’s get him inside first. I’ll take a look at him. If the arm’s set and he’s got movement in his fingers, I can fetch the doc first thing in the morning. It’ll be dark in an hour, and it’ll take twice that long to get all the way to Longview. You know Doc Peabody will only leave his bed if someone’s dying or birthin’ a baby.”


    “What about that druggist in Kilgore? He might be able—”


    A small shake of Lincoln’s head cut off his wife’s proposition. “He ain’t qualified to do anything but mix medicine, and half of what he offers in his shop is pure snake oil. I’ll take care of it, Susanne. Why don’t you see to our guests?” His gaze snagged on Rusty momentarily, then shifted to Letty and Philip. He scraped the hat from his head and dipped his chin toward them. “I’m mighty obliged to you folks.” He tugged Calvin into a rough embrace and ruffled his hair.


    Philip nodded to the man. “Glad we could help.”


    Lincoln unwound his arm from Calvin’s shoulders and stepped forward, arms raised. “I’ll take him from you now.”


    Susanne backed up a pace to give her husband room. Philip set his reins aside and drew his arms away from his passenger to allow the boy’s father full access. Dennis raised his injured arm as his father locked onto his waist and lifted him down to stand beside him. Susanne brushed the hair from Dennis’s eyes and dropped a kiss on the top of his head, her love for her son evident in the strain etched upon her face.


    As her husband and son moved past, she swiped the back of her hand across her cheek, gave a sniff, then straightened her posture. Her gaze met Philip’s first, then slid sideways to include Letty.


    “You must stay for supper.” She made the pronouncement with such authority Letty couldn’t imagine anyone arguing.


    Philip apparently had a more active imagination.


    “Thank you for the offer, ma’am, but we really must be going. We’re on a tight schedule. Not to mention that I left my pack mule on the trail a fair piece from here. I need to retrieve him.”


    “Well, retrieve him, then bring him here.” She shook a finger at him. “I ain’t takin’ no for an answer.” She planted hands on hips and jabbed a scolding scowl at Philip. “You saved my boys today, and I aim to thank you good and proper.” She tipped her head toward Letty. “Besides, I ain’t had a woman’s company in near a month. You menfolk can ride a trail for days on end without a care to the fact that you got dirt in all your crevices and you stink to high heaven, but I bet that wife of yours would appreciate a warm bath and a straw-tick mattress to sleep on.”


    Letty’s eyes widened. “Oh, I don’t—”


    “Nonsense.” She turned to her son. “Calvin? Take the lady’s horse to the barn and see to its care. Mrs. Carmichael and I are going to have a nice chat while I finish up supper. Aren’t we?”


    Letty dodged a glance at Philip. What was she supposed to do? It would be an insult to refuse the woman’s hospitality, wouldn’t it? On the other hand, Philip had made it clear that they were to do all they could to avoid interaction with other people on their journey. Yet surely they had nothing to fear from this family. It wasn’t as if her uncle would send men to such a remote homestead to quiz them over any stranger they encountered.


    A home-cooked meal really would be delightful. And a hot bath? Heavenly! And to sleep with something thicker than a folded blanket between her and the ground would feel like the veriest luxury.


    A thought struck her. They no longer had blankets. If they left, they’d be sleeping on nothing more than oilskins.


    As if he had been privy to her internal rambling, Philip’s gaze zeroed in on hers. What was he trying to convey through that intense stare? Letty spent a couple of precious seconds trying to decipher the hidden meaning but failed. She lifted her shoulders in a tiny shrug. His shoulders sagged in response. A heartbeat later, he gave a nod of assent.


    “Excellent! We’re settled, then.” Susanne gestured for Letty to dismount and follow her. “Come on up to the house. I’ll meet you in the kitchen as soon as I check on Dennis.” She darted another look toward Rusty, one eyebrow lifting. “That wolf of yours won’t bother my chickens, will he?”


    Letty shook her head. “No, ma’am. We have chickens at our place, too. He’s been trained to leave them alone.” A training he remembered most of the time.


    “Good.” As if the matter were settled to her satisfaction, she pivoted and headed for the house. “The kettle’s on,” she called over her shoulder. “Help yourself to tea.”


    “Thank you, Mrs. . . . ?”


    She turned, but her feet kept moving. “Bullock. But just call me Susanne.”


    “I’m Letty.” She left it at that. “I’ll be up in a moment.” Letty dismounted and handed her reins to Calvin as his mother hurried toward the house.


    He held his hand out for Shadow to nuzzle, then glanced at Letty. “I’ll take good care of her.”


    Letty smiled. “Of that, I have no doubt.”


    With a grin, he set off for the barn.


    Leather creaked as Philip adjusted his seat. “Letty.”


    She peered up at him. “Yes?”


    “Watch what you say to Mrs. Bullock. She can’t know who you are or that you aren’t actually my wife.”


    Wife. Goodness. Hearing him say it settled on her so much differently than when Calvin or Susanne had mentioned it. Her belly did a strange little flip, and her head grew light enough to float.


    “I’m aware.” She forced her mind back to the matter at hand. “I’ll be careful. I promise.”


    He opened his mouth as if he wished to say something more, then shut it and offered a tight nod instead.


    Without another word, he reined Steele around and nudged the gray into a trot.


    Letty patted her leg, and Rusty rushed to her side. She bent down to give him a thorough rub as a reward for his good behavior, but her eyes tracked Philip as he rode off.


    Letty Carmichael. Could be an idea worth pondering.
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    Finding his packhorse took less time than finding his equilibrium. Philip still felt a bit off-balance an hour later when he returned to the Bullock homestead.


    Get your head on straight, Carmichael. You’ve played roles before.


    He’d posed as an outlaw, a bank teller, a lumberman, and a handful of other characters during the course of his Pinkerton work. Disguises eased the gathering of intelligence and gave a detective access to people and places his badge wouldn’t. Shoot, he’d once spent a week impersonating a snooty manservant in order to search the house of a wealthy industrialist and uncover proof that the man had been embezzling his investors’ funds. If he could endure the awkward intimacy of helping a grown man dress, shave, and groom the hairs in his nasal passages, surely he could handle the pretense of having a wife for one night.


    Yet when he’d donned those other identities, they’d been itchy and ill-fitting, like the Sunday coat and stiff leather shoes his mama had made him wear to church as a boy. He endured them as long as he had to, but the moment the iron grip of duty set him free, he shed the uncomfortable skin and rejoiced at leaving it behind.


    Philip feared the role of Letty’s husband would sit far too comfortably on his shoulders. Battling his physical attraction to the woman was hard enough without throwing a fake marriage into the mix. He already struggled to keep a professional distance between them. Usually such distance was easy to maintain with his clients because he didn’t particularly like them. Self-important business moguls tended to look down on the hired help. Letty, on the other hand, acted as if she were being escorted by a friend of the family, not a paid bodyguard. She made an effort to get to know him, asked him questions about his work and family, and truly listened to his responses. She even offered bits of her own history in return.


    When he’d seen her dangling over the edge of that ravine, something more than duty had launched him from his horse. Something that couldn’t be allowed to gain momentum, or he’d be the one taking a tumble—one he’d not soon recover from.


    Dusk had settled over the cabin by the time Philip made it back to the clearing. Enough light remained, however, for him to make out the figure of Lincoln Bullock as the man exited the barn and gestured for Philip to meet him at the entrance.


    “I see you found yer pack animal.” Lincoln strode forward and extended his hand. “I’ll look after him while you see to your mount.”


    Philip handed over the lead line. “Appreciate it.” He dismounted and glanced toward the house. “Letty doing all right?”


    It was only natural for him to be concerned. He’d been paid to guard her, after all. And if he kept reminding himself of that fact, maybe the professional distance between them would cease shrinking.


    “Yep. Susanne had me set up the tub in our room and ordered your missus to take a nice long soak.”


    That was not an image he needed planted in his brain. Heat flared around his neck and ears.


    His host chuckled. “You ain’t been married long, have you?”


    Philip ducked his gaze away from the knowing look on the older man’s face and used his horse as an excuse to move past him. “Nope.”


    “Susanne won’t mind holding supper back for a bit if you want a turn with the bathwater when your woman’s through.”


    “No, thanks.” Good grief! Was the man trying to torture him? “I’ll, uh, just wash up at the pump.” And hope that a dousing of cold well water put his thoughts back on the straight and narrow where they belonged.


    Another chuckle echoed behind him.


    Not helping, Bullock.


    Philip clenched his jaw until he reached the tacking area of the barn. Thankful to have something else to turn his hands and mind to, he gave Steele his full attention as he unsaddled his mount and spoiled him with an extra-thorough brushing.


    Fortunately, Lincoln quit both his chuckling and his discussion of bathing wives and worked in relative silence as he unburdened the packhorse and piled the supplies in a corner of the barn.


    Steele’s steady presence combined with the repetitive motions of the currycomb proved soothing, and Philip soon felt more himself. He tossed a glance toward his host.


    “How’s Dennis?”


    Lincoln finished picking the hoof he’d been cleaning, then released the packhorse’s back leg and straightened.


    “His mother has him in bed, surrounded by pillows.” The man’s teasing smile faded as he met Philip’s gaze. “You did a good job setting his arm. There’s quite a bit of swelling, but he can move his fingers, and the pain is manageable. Not sure I could’ve done what you did.”


    Philip’s arm stilled its circular motion. “To be honest, I wasn’t sure I could do it, either. I broke my own arm as a boy and did my best to recall how the doctor set the bone. Pretty sure I had some help from upstairs, though.”


    “My wife would agree with you.” Lincoln rested his arms on the packhorse’s back. “She’s a praying woman. Can’t say as I put much store in it myself. Always figured a man who waited on God to solve his problems was just lookin’ for an excuse to be lazy. But if the Almighty played a role in protectin’ my boy, I reckon a thank-you might be in order.”


    Philip turned back to his brushing. “I imagine he’d be glad to hear from you.”


    Lincoln snorted as he pushed away from the horse and positioned himself by the next hoof. “Been so long, he probably don’t even remember who I am.”


    Philip stilled. “A father never forgets his children.”


    Lincoln’s gaze turned in the direction of his house—and his boys. “No, I don’t suppose he does.”


    ****


    Feeling slightly guilty for having soaked for so long, Letty hurriedly dried off and donned her underclothes. She took a few minutes to scrub the dirt from her blouse, split skirt, and stockings in the leftover bathwater. Washing up in the streams they’d camped near had allowed her to maintain a minimal level of cleanliness, but she wasn’t about to pass up the opportunity to freshen her clothes as well as herself. No lady wanted to smell of perspiration and horse when sitting down to dinner in company. Especially when that company included a rather handsome, heroic individual who’d likely forgotten what she looked like without her usual coating of trail dust. Why she wanted to remind him was a question she didn’t care to examine too closely for fear she’d discover she wasn’t quite as free of vanity as her grandmother had raised her to be.


    She pulled her spare skirt and shirtwaist from her travel bag and frowned over the plethora of wrinkles. After shaking them out as best she could, she laid them on the bed and smoothed the fabric with her hands. A wry smile crooked her lips when the worst of the creases refused to yield. Nothing like a rumpled ensemble to keep a lady from thinking too highly of her appearance. Laughing softly at herself, Letty pulled on the clothes. Being clean and presentable would have to be enough.


    Philip Carmichael might have demonstrated admirable heroic tendencies with his ravine scaling and feats of child saving, but her growing regard for the man need not turn her into one of those empty-headed misses who thought capturing a gentleman’s attention was the only way to prove themselves worthy. She had an uncle to thwart and a family legacy to protect. Gaining a man’s favor wouldn’t even make a dent in the worth-proving that lay ahead of her.


    Taking her comb in hand, Letty attacked the tangles in her wet hair with vigor, wincing a bit each time her less-than-gentle strokes caught on a stubborn knot. She’d dallied back here long enough. She should be in the kitchen, helping Susanne with supper. With quick fingers, she plaited her hair and twisted it into a simple bun at the base of her neck. She’d taken to wearing her braid down while traveling to avoid the headaches of pinching hairpins as well as the increased speed it allowed for readying herself in the morning, but tonight called for a touch more formality. Once her hair was secured, she packed away her pins and comb, donned fresh stockings, and laced up her low-heeled riding boots. Gathering her wet laundry, she gave each item a final wring over the tub to ensure they’d not drip, then left the privacy of the bedroom to join the family in the kitchen.


    Susanne spotted her the moment she crossed the threshold. “Well, don’t you clean up nice.” Her friendly smile instantly put Letty at ease. She gestured to a wooden contraption set up in the back corner on the far side of the stove. “Calvin helped me set up the clotheshorse. Hang up your wet things there. They’re sure to be dry by morning.”


    “Thank you.” Letty sidestepped the hot stove, draped her laundry over the rack, then presented herself to her host. “What can I do to help?”


    Susanne grabbed a stack of small plates and set them on the table beside a similar stack of bowls. “You can spread these around. There’s drinking glasses in the hutch there,” she said with a nod of her head toward a large, glassed-in cabinet on the far wall. “You’ll find spoons and knives in the top, right-hand drawer.”


    Glad to have something to do, Letty set the table and filled each glass with water from a pitcher that sat on the counter beside the sink.


    “I fed the boys while you were washin’ up.” Susanne lifted the lid from a stockpot that had been staying warm on a back section of the stove. The savory smells of chicken broth and stewed vegetables wafted through the room and set Letty’s stomach to growling. “Dennis was about tuckered out, and Calvin is always hungry. I thought it might be nice for the adults to have a quiet supper without the boys underfoot.” It also made it easier to fit around the table since there were only four chairs.


    “That smells delicious,” Letty said as she rummaged through the hutch, looking for napkins.


    “My ma’s chicken stew recipe. Goes perfect with the yeast rolls I got in the warmer.”


    “Yeast rolls?” Letty inhaled deeply and caught a whiff of fresh bread, which only made her belly rumble louder. She met Susanne’s gaze. Her new friend’s dancing eyes had her pressing her lips together to stifle her laughter.


    Susanne opened the overhead door on the stove and, using a towel to protect her hand, pulled out a tray of golden-brown rolls. “The boys already had a few, so no one will notice if another one disappears.” She grinned. “Though you’ll have to hurry. Your man rode in about fifteen minutes ago. I expect he and Lincoln to come through that door any minute.”


    Her man.


    Philip certainly wasn’t her man. He wasn’t her anything, really, except her guard and escort. Yet ever since he left to fetch their packhorse, she’d been unable to banish the possibility of him becoming more. Grandmother had warned her that the reading of fairy tales and novels could cause her to develop an overly romantic nature. Her run-in with the loggers had cured her of building up fantasies around men she’d never met, but Philip was different. She’d spent hours in his company, seen his character firsthand, even heard him pray. She hadn’t known him long, but she believed she was coming to know him well. And what she knew, she admired. Well, except the stubborn, highhanded parts. But even those were born from his desire to protect, not to subjugate.


    Letty moved the rolls from the hot tray into a basket, covered them with a cloth, and placed them in the center of the table next to the butter crock. Best to practice resisting temptation on the small things so she’d have a better chance of resisting the larger things.


    “No snitching?” Susanne teased.


    Letty grinned. “Not yet, but I’m not sure how long my willpower will last.”


    Thankfully, the sound of boots stomping on the back porch reduced the need for long-term restraint.


    Mr. Bullock pulled open the door. “Susanne? I been braggin’ on your chicken stew to Carmichael.”


    The men hung their hats on the hooks near the back door. Letty smiled shyly at Philip, noting that he’d washed and donned a clean shirt. He smiled in return . . . until his gaze landed on her wet hair. A red stain spread around his neck, and he immediately diverted his attention to the table, offering a compliment on how good the food smelled.


    She reached a hand up to check her bun. Had some of it fallen? Surely Susanne would have said something. Sliding a surreptitious glance toward the glass-covered hutch doors, she took a quick inventory. Nothing seemed amiss. Shrugging off his odd reaction, she took her place at the table, and soon the conversation with the Bullocks erased the awkwardness that had sprung up between them.


    Letty helped Susanne with the dishes while the men had a final coffee and chatted about game trails and hunting in the area. Philip had an uncanny way of pulling information from people without giving away much of his own. Never once did he mention what direction they were traveling or where their final destination would be, only that they were on their way to visit family, and since Letty refused to leave her wolf behind, they’d been forced to stay off the beaten path.


    She caught his eye after he made that explanation and raised a gloating brow. Let him try to deny that Rusty had been a good addition to their party, now.


    Philip grinned with his eyes and gave a tiny dip of his chin, not enough for Mr. Bullock to notice as they continued conversing, but enough to convey his concession to the lady looking for it.


    Chest filled with sweet satisfaction and something a tad bit warmer, Letty turned back to drying, only to find that no dishes remained.


    “Better let these two get to bed, Lincoln. You’ve got an early morning fetching that doctor, after all.”


    Mr. Bullock pushed away from the table. “That I do.”


    Susanne untied her apron and hung it over the back of a chair. “I had Lincoln fix up the back stall for you two. Plenty of fresh straw and a couple quilts to keep the night’s chill at bay.”


    “Thank you.” Letty did her best to fight off the blush that rushed to her cheeks.


    No need to be embarrassed. They’d been sharing a campsite for the last several nights. Sharing a barn stall would be no different.


    Only, when she and Philip made it to the stall in question, she discovered that all the fresh straw Susanne had mentioned wasn’t lying about ready to be conformed to separate sleeping areas. No, it had all been stuffed into a single tick mattress, prepared for a fictional married couple that didn’t exist.
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    Philip stumbled to a halt at the front of the stall and stared at the mattress taking up nearly the entire stall floor. His wits vanished, leaving an empty void where strategy and problem-solving usually resided. A flood of improper imaginings rushed to fill the void, but he slammed the door shut, barring them entrance.


    “I’ll, uh, I’ll sleep in the tack room.” There’d been a chair in there, right? He couldn’t rightly recall at the moment, but he’d make do.


    He pivoted, ready to flee, but Letty took hold of his arm. “Wait.”


    Heat radiated out from the origin points of where her fingers pressed softly into his sleeve. He did his best to ignore it. Wasn’t very successful.


    “We can make this work.”


    Her voice quavered, and something shifted inside him. The urge to shelter and protect expanded, suffocating all other thoughts.


    “Mr. Bullock will surely rise early to make his trip to Longview to fetch the doctor. It will blow our cover if he finds you sleeping in the tack room.”


    At least one of them possessed enough faculties to think logically.


    “You’re right.”


    Even if it felt incredibly wrong. What kind of upside-down world had he ridden into, where sharing a bed with an unmarried lady was the best way to preserve her reputation?


    Sharing a mattress, Philip corrected. Not a bed. He wasn’t sure what the difference was, precisely, but it felt like a nuance that needed to be clarified. At least in his brain. Sharing a bed hinted at intimacy. Sharing a mattress sounded more practical in nature. Not that it really mattered at this point, but he’d employ whatever mental calisthenics he could to normalize this situation.


    He blew out a breath, then set his jaw. He was a God-fearing man. One who’d sooner take a hot branding iron to the chest than harm a woman, especially one under his protection. Letty would be safe with him. Sleeping beside her would be no different from sleeping beside his sister.


    All right. So he might have to increase the mental calisthenics to something more along the lines of full-out acrobatics to convince himself of that one, but if he closed his eyes and didn’t inhale too deeply, it might work.


    Letty touched his arm. “I have an idea.” Her face brightened a second before she turned and ran to the barn door.


    His head swiveled to keep her in view. “Where are you . . . ?” The question fizzled when it became clear she had no intention of pausing to explain.


    He’d taken two steps when a loud whistle shattered the evening quiet. Philip stopped. He knew that whistle. And the beast who’d been trained to answer it.


    A moment later, Letty returned with Rusty padding along at her side. Tongue lolling, tail wagging—the critter knew he was in for a treat, and when his gaze swung toward Philip, there was a definite smugness to be found in his amber eyes.


    Letty smiled at Philip, no hint of smugness in her gaze, only the sparkle of innocent delight for having found a solution to their problem. “Rusty can sleep between us. He’s really quite snuggly. On warm summer days, the two of us have been known to doze off together in the shade. Haven’t we, Rusty?” She hunkered down and rubbed the wolf’s neck, then glanced up at Philip, her eyes pleading.


    There was nothing the least bit enticing about snuggling with a wolf, no matter how nicely she painted the picture. Yet he’d not be offering any argument to her scheme. Letty had known him less than a week. Trusting him to stay in his own bedroll on the other side of the fire was one thing. Trusting a man she barely knew to keep his hands to himself while sharing a mattress with her was quite another. If having her wolf sleep between them allowed her to feel safe, he’d not deny her that comfort. He’d likely not be sleeping much anyway.


    “He doesn’t have fleas, does he?” Philip groused as he moved into the stall, pulled off his coat and gun belt, and hung them on a protruding nail.


    “Of course not!” Letty looked personally affronted by the question.


    Philip had to work to keep his expression appropriately disgruntled. Who knew ruffled feathers could be so adorable? He usually found them tiresome in women, but somehow Letty made them charming.


    And that right there was why he should be thanking the Lord for sending a hairy chaperone to intervene.


    “He might be a little dusty from our travels, but he’s free of vermin.” She gave Rusty’s fur a vigorous rub and frowned slightly at the dust cloud it created. Then she shrugged, and her smile bloomed again as if she cared nothing about ruining the effect of her bath and clean clothes by lying down with a wild animal. “Before we left Grandmother’s cottage, it was my practice to bathe him once a week. You don’t have to worry about him sharing any unwanted pests.”


    Maybe not, but judging by the way Rusty glared at him and bared his teeth, there might be a few other things to worry about. Like keeping all his fingers attached.


    “I’m sure it’ll be fine.” He raised a brow and aimed a warning stare at Rusty. “Won’t it?”


    The ornery beast just smiled, showing off more of his teeth. Philip had to fight the urge not to bare his own in retaliation. Had Letty not been there, he probably would’ve succumbed to the impulse. Rusty’s eyes danced as if he sensed the truth, giving rise to an almost insatiable compulsion within Philip to snap and growl.


    Determined to behave like the higher-functioning species, Philip turned his back, lowered himself to the mattress, and focused on removing his boots.


    The straw tick crunched a second time, indicating Letty had sat down on the opposite side. Probably unlacing her boots. Not that he should be theorizing about such things. It only stirred the temptation to peek. Which he wouldn’t do. From this point on, his attention would fix itself on the stall wall, the rafters, or the back of his eyelids. Nowhere else.


    “Let me know when you’re ready for me to douse the lantern,” he said, trying not to listen to the quiet ping of her hairpins dropping into the small decorative box she carried with her.


    The brushing came next. He’d grown accustomed to her routines the last several nights on the trail. She undid her plait every night and brushed her hair thoroughly before braiding it back into a long rope. She repeated the process in the morning. Seemed a waste of time to do the same thing twice, in his estimation, but then, he had no experience with hair that nearly reached a person’s waist. Maybe it needed such repetition to avoid snarls. He kept his locks cropped short enough that owning a comb was optional. A rub of the towel and a smoothing swipe of his hand usually sufficed.


    “All right. I’m ready for you to turn down the lantern.” Her soft voice interrupted his mental treatise on hair care.


    Rustling ensued as she stretched out on the mattress and quietly directed Rusty to lie beside her.


    Philip told himself not to look back. Even lectured himself on the salty plight of Lot’s wife. Yet when he stood and reached for the lantern hanging on a high nail, he couldn’t resist a peek.


    Hazel eyes stared up at him and froze him where he stood. For a moment, he thought he’d earned his place alongside Mrs. Lot in the collection of crystallized characters preserved to educate Sunday school children on the dangers of surrendering to temptation. The furious pounding of his heart soon made it clear, however, that life continued to pump through his veins.


    “Good night, Philip.” Her benediction settled over him like a soft caress.


    She lay on her side, one of Susanne’s quilts wrapped around her. A stretched-out Rusty shielded most of her from Philip’s view. The only visible parts of her were the arm she’d draped over the wolf’s back and the face propped up on a pillow. It was enough to bring a lump to Philip’s throat. The woman had no business looking so lovely in lantern light.


    Finding her eyes had been easy, but finding his voice proved quite challenging. Finally, he rumbled out a good-night that must’ve been somewhat intelligible, for her eyes crinkled in a smile a heartbeat before her lashes lowered and hid them from his view.


    He extinguished the lantern, then took a moment to stand in the dark and regulate his pulse.


    Good grief. He’d never had such a strong reaction to a woman. Attraction—yes. A desire to protect—sure. But the compulsion to crack open his heart and let her crawl inside? Never.


    He lowered himself to the edge of the mattress, one shoulder hanging off the edge of the lumpy tick thanks to the wolf taking up the middle. Rusty’s front paws hung off the top edge while his back legs curled beneath him. His head lay across his forelegs as his eyes followed Philip’s movements. Determined to ignore the animal’s glare, Philip stared into the shadowy rafters and started a list of all the reasons Letty Hood was the worst possible woman for him to form an attachment to.


    
      	 1. She was a client. Developing feelings for her would be completely unprofessional.


      	2. She was fixing to be one of the wealthiest women in Texas, and he had no desire to try to fit into that elitist world.


      	3. Money changed people, almost always for the worse. Even if Letty managed to remain untainted, there were no guarantees that he’d come through unscathed if he tied his future to hers.


      	4. She’d lived a completely sheltered life and had no experience with men. Any affection she thought she felt for him was bound to fade when she compared his rough edges to the polished gentlemen who’d soon be vying for her attention.

    


    That last one left a sour taste in his mouth.


    It didn’t take long for Letty’s breathing to deepen. After all the excitement of the day, it made sense for her to drift off quickly. Besides, she was too innocent to let thoughts of a doomed courtship steal her sleep. She’d grown up believing tales where happily-ever-afters dropped into people’s laps. She didn’t work a job that forced her to peer into the seedier side of life. Where drunk husbands pummeled their wives. Where young women were lured into prostitution. Where fatherless boys ran loose on the streets, picking pockets and rummaging through garbage to survive.


    Sometimes he wished he didn’t have an intimate knowledge of corruption, injustice, and abuse. The weight of such things pressed heavily on a man’s soul. Yet God had opened his eyes for a reason. One couldn’t help those he chose not to see. A man needed discernment to protect the innocent from those who hid wickedness behind gentlemanly manners and false morality.


    An image of sweet, sheltered Letty falling victim to the charming smile of a handsome rogue or the pretty lies and insincere promises of a silver-tongued fortune hunter had Philip clenching his jaw so tight that pain radiated from behind his ear up into his head.


    He twisted his face to the right, not surprised to find Rusty awake and eyeing him.


    “Promise me you’ll take a bite out of any man who doesn’t treat her right,” he whispered.


    The wolf held his gaze for a long minute, then leaned his face against his mistress’s head in a protective gesture. The tightness in Philip’s jaw eased.
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    Wakefulness slid over Letty with unaccustomed gentleness. She savored the cozy warmth of her cocoon, reluctant to open her eyes or move even the slightest bit. Not when a pleasant haze still lingered in her mind from a dream she couldn’t quite recall. One that featured a handsome Pinkerton agent. That she remembered. He’d probably done something heroic or admirable. Maybe even romantic, if the warmth radiating through her chest was any clue. A smile stretched her lips, and she nestled deeper into her pillow. The day could wait a few minutes to begin.


    Her pillow shifted under her cheek, and something brushed along her shoulder blade. Letty’s eyes popped open, but her dim surroundings offered no clarity. Other hints seeped into her awareness, though. A woodsy scent that smelled nothing like either dog or straw. The rhythmic rise and fall of something beneath her right palm. Something warm and alive. The brushing along her back turned into a cupping of her shoulder, then a squeezing. A soft squeezing, one she might not have noticed if every nerve ending in her body hadn’t been standing at attention.


    Good heavens. Her pillow was Philip Carmichael!


    Doing her best imitation of a tortoise, she tipped her chin upward in infinitesimal increments as she held her breath. Please be asleep. She didn’t think she could survive the embarrassment of finding his gray eyes open and alert. Would he be laughing at her? Or worse, would he think she’d been trying to take advantage of him? She wasn’t exactly sure what taking advantage of a man entailed, but Grandmother had warned her against the improper advances of dishonorable men. Would Philip believe her to be a dishonorable woman? Her heart ached at the thought of him forming a poor opinion of her when she held him in such high esteem.


    Where had Rusty gotten to? His presence was supposed to prevent this exact scenario from happening. The next time she got her wolf alone, he’d be getting an earful about neglecting his chaperone duties.


    Her chin finally finished its uphill climb, and her gaze took in a marvelous sight. Closed eyes. Philip was still asleep. Thank the Lord for small miracles. Her breath leaked out in a slow stream of relief still tempered by caution. She wasn’t out of this predicament yet.


    Her mind scrambled to come up with an extraction strategy, a rather difficult prospect with his chest rising and falling beneath her splayed hand in such a distracting manner. Her cheeks warmed. Goodness. Now was not the time to be noticing things like how nice his chest felt beneath her palm or how his arm curling around her back made her want to close her eyes and snuggle closer.


    She lifted her head out of the crook of his arm with excruciating slowness. Surely he’d wake if she moved too quickly. Next came her hand. Finger by finger, she peeled away from the cotton of his shirt until her palm hovered safely in the air an inch above his sternum. She darted a glance at his face. Eyes were still closed.


    Biting her lower lip, she braced for the trickiest maneuver yet—slipping free of the arm he had curled around her in his sleep. Tightening her stomach muscles, she lifted as much of her weight as possible off his shoulder before attempting to sit up. As she rose, his arm fell away from her back and slid down to the mattress with a flop. Her eyes flew to Philip’s face, but the man slept on. Thank heaven.


    He’d always awakened before her when they made camp on the trail. The smell of his coffee boiling usually roused her from sleep. Climbing a ravine with a large boy strapped to one’s back was sure to deplete a man’s stores, though. Not to mention the fact that Philip had not been too keen on sharing a bed with Rusty. It had probably taken him longer than usual to fall asleep.


    Whatever the contributing factors, Letty thanked the Lord that she’d escaped without having to face the humiliation of trying to explain not only how she’d come to be on his side of the bed but why she’d been using him as a pillow. He was probably gentlemanly enough not to ask and intelligent enough to understand that she’d been asleep and not fully aware of her actions. Yet if he’d been awake, she doubted she could have stopped herself from bumbling around with explanations and apologies, embarrassing them both even more.


    After scrambling off the end of the mattress and untangling her feet from the crumpled quilt, she scurried over to her side of the stall and stuffed her feet into her shoes. Letty snatched up her bag of personal items and hurried out of the barn without taking the time to tie her bootlaces or brush the loose straw from her skirt. First order of business was to find the outhouse. After that, she’d reclaim her riding clothes from the drying rack in Susanne’s kitchen and prepare for the day. Surely if she was dressed and put together by the time she faced Philip again, he’d have no reason to suspect her of being a culprit of covert cuddling.


    Her cheeks warmed. Again. Perhaps she should make a point to stand by the hot stove when she encountered him for the first time. That way she’d have a ready excuse for sporting red cheeks. For as much as she hoped he never discovered the truth, she was pretty sure she’d never forget the sweetness of waking in his arms.


    ****


    Philip waited until he could no longer hear Letty’s retreating footsteps before he opened his eyes. He’d been dozing off and on for the last hour, ever since Rusty had crawled from the mattress. The wolf had knocked a leg against his head and stepped squarely in the middle of Philip’s stomach as he’d climbed out of bed. The varmint offered no glance of apology, just shook out his fur and stretched before padding out of the stall. Ornery creature. But at least he’d not bothered Letty. The wolf’s consideration of his mistress was laudable, but Philip was pretty sure the animal had stomped his belly on purpose. Better than the face, he supposed.


    He had not slept well, what with his thoughts running rampant about Letty and the ill-advised feelings he needed to stifle regarding her and the discomfort of sleeping half-on, half-off the straw-tick mattress. He’d probably passed out for three or four hours after exhaustion took hold, but Rusty’s less-than-graceful departure had ensured any further sleep he wrangled before dawn would be shallow. He’d scooted more fully onto the mattress, hoping a more comfortable position would help him in the shut-eye department, but then Letty had rolled over, and his drowsiness instantly evaporated.


    Logic told him she was simply seeking warmth after Rusty’s departure left her back exposed to the early morning air. Yet it was far too tempting to pretend she was seeking him. Then her softness had pressed against him as she curled up along his side, and the contact startled him so badly that for a moment he could barely find the wherewithal to breathe. He’d stiffened and thrust his arms over his head as if a villain had drawn a gun on him, hoping she’d somehow recognize her mistake and roll back over the way she’d come. Instead, a small contented mewl rumbled from her throat, and she’d snuggled even closer, fitting her head into the divot beneath his shoulder and pressing her palm to his chest, directly over his heart. The organ pounded with such ferocity, it was a miracle the vibrations hadn’t awakened her.


    He sucked in tiny breaths and plastered his gaze to the ceiling, having no idea what to do. He’d tried to recall the reasons it was imperative to keep things strictly professional between the two of them, but he couldn’t manage to think of a single one. Not when her clean hair lay right beneath his chin, smelling faintly of flowers, and her cheek lay so sweetly against his chest.


    After a few minutes, the stiffness seeped from his muscles as his heart softened, and he convinced himself that waking her up would be the bigger crime. They had a long day in the saddle ahead of them. She needed her rest. And if he was in a position to help her rest, well, it would be ungentlemanly to deny her comfort.


    He’d lowered his arms then, determined to keep his mind on a noble plane, but as his right arm gently circled her back and his hand came to rest on her shoulder, it wasn’t thoughts of her comfort that ran rampant through his brain. It was his own. For the first time, he truly understood why God had looked at Adam and decided it wasn’t good for man to be alone. Because nothing he’d ever experienced felt as perfect as holding Letty Hood in his arms while she slept.


    He’d spent the next hour in a haze of contentment, dozing in and out of awareness until she began to stir. He’d played possum, not wanting to embarrass her or explain himself, though it had been extremely difficult to keep his breathing steady while she’d untangled herself from him. She’d moved so slowly, elongating the torture. He’d peeked at her once from between his lashes and seen her biting on her lower lip as she eased upward. He’d nearly groaned as his mind flooded with ideas centered around those lips and imagining how it might feel to press them against his own in a good-morning kiss.


    Letting that groan out now that he was alone, Philip sat up and ran a hand over his head. This job was complicated enough without adding attraction to the mix. He shook his head. Nope. Lying to himself would only make matters worse. What he felt for Letty went deeper than mere attraction. Deeper than simple adoration, too. An absurd notion, considering how short a time they’d been acquainted. He didn’t have time to analyze the anomaly, though. His job required his full attention. Distraction led to mistakes, and mistakes carried deadly consequences. Guarding Letty’s life must take priority over everything else. Feelings were a luxury he couldn’t afford to indulge. He was the shield that stood between her and her uncle, and he’d not let anything distract him from that duty.


    Philip tugged on his boots, tucked in his sleep-mussed shirttails, and stretched his suspenders onto his shoulders. Each move felt a bit like adding armor to his attire. Fastening the gun belt around his waist solidified his resolve. He was a Pinkerton with a duty to discharge. Going soft over a woman would only serve to put her at risk. No one made a shield of butter or wax. Shields were composed of iron or leather-covered wood. Strong. Unyielding. Battle-ready. That’s what he needed to be, at least until he reunited Letty with her mother and ensured her uncle posed no threat. After that, he could reevaluate, but she’d likely grow weary of his company by then and turn her focus onto her family, where it belonged.


    Ignoring the twinge in the middle of his chest, he set his jaw and collected his coat and hat, then pushed thoughts of Letty aside. He had horses to prepare.


    By the time he had the packhorse loaded and Shadow and Steele saddled, the sun had risen to light the sky.


    “Eager to get on the road?” Lincoln’s teasing grin lit up the barn as he strode in and pulled a bridle from the wall. “Your wife thought you might still be asleep.” He winked. “Asked me to be quiet while I fetched my mount so as not to disturb you.”


    Philip chuckled, doing his best to ignore the word wife, though it proved a remarkably difficult word to ignore. “Letty’s a thoughtful woman, even when there’s no need.”


    Lincoln nodded. “I noticed that about her. She had breakfast half-ready when Susanne and I got up. Woman makes a right fine biscuit, too.”


    Philip recalled the biscuits and jam he’d enjoyed in her grandmother’s cottage, and his stomach immediately growled. “That she does.”


    Lincoln laughed and thumped him on the shoulder. “Better get yourself in there before my boys eat ’em all.”


    “I will.” Philip started to lead his horses into the yard, but Lincoln’s voice stopped him.


    “Thanks again for all you did for Dennis.” All teasing had faded from his face, leaving nothing but sincere gratitude and a look that hinted at the tragedy that could have been had it not been for God’s grace. “I’m in your debt.”


    Philip shook his head. “Your kindness to us is thanks enough.”


    “Still, if there’s ever anything I can do . . .”


    Philip prepared to wave away the offer, but a thought halted him. “There is one thing.”


    Lincoln turned and gave him his full attention. “Name it.”


    “When people ask about what happened to Dennis, I’d appreciate it if you’d not mention mine or Letty’s names. I realize that word will get out eventually—the boys will likely be eager to recount the story to their friends—but the fewer adults who hear our names, the better.”


    Philip doubted anyone would know to match a woman named Letty Carmichael with Scarlett Radcliffe, but a particularly keen tracker might recognize his name and connect him with the Pinkertons. If Drake Radcliffe had men keeping tabs on Leah Radcliffe and suspected she’d hired Philip, word of him traveling with a young woman could raise suspicions.


    He held Lincoln’s gaze, hoping the man wouldn’t ask too many questions. After a long moment, the man seemed to make a decision and gave a sharp nod. “Done.” He quirked a grin. “I’ve always been bad with names anyhow.” He extended his hand.


    Philip clasped it and shook on the promise. “Thanks.”


    “Now get on up to the kitchen before them biscuits get cold.”


    “Yes, sir.” Though it was his blood that ran cold at the thought that they might have just dropped a sizable breadcrumb, one that all the precautions in the world might not be able to hide.
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    A few sprinkles began to fall from the overcast sky, and Letty reached for the hood of her cape to stretch it over her hair. The weather had turned cool two nights ago and hadn’t yet warmed. Rather like her companion. She bit back a sigh as she stared at Philip’s back.


    Something had shifted between them after the night they’d spent at the Bullock home. At first, she’d attributed the change in Philip’s demeanor to the awkwardness of pretending to be a married couple, but when his aloofness didn’t wear off after the first few hours, she realized something else was at play.


    The fringe on the back of Philip’s buckskin coat swayed gently with the rhythm of his horse’s gait. If only the man were equally relaxed. There’d been a tension about him the last two days—one she’d not been able to dispel with either teasing or friendly chatter. Letty was no expert on friendship, having little-to-no experience to draw from, but no one could fail to miss the wall Philip had erected between them. He’d laid bricks of silence and polite distance, yet they carried the same heft as if they’d been made of clay and stone. Her attempts to penetrate the barrier had fallen short thus far. The pebbles she’d been tossing at him bounced off without making a dent. Might be time to hunt up a boulder or two. Along with a catapult. She grinned at the absurd image, then sobered. She wasn’t at war with the man. She just missed him. Missed the closeness they’d shared before the barn debacle.


    He must have been pretending sleep that morning. It made sense. She’d never once sneaked up on the man. His hearing nearly rivaled Rusty’s. She wanted to believe that Philip had faked slumber in order to spare her embarrassment. Or even to spare himself. Yet she couldn’t deny the possibility that her wanton snuggling behavior, no matter how inadvertent, might have caused her to lose his respect and trust. A prospect as gray and dismal as the clouds overhead.


    There’d been a couple of times, however, that she’d caught him looking at her with the same warmth in his eyes that she recalled from earlier in their travels. He’d blink it away before she could approach him, of course, but those glimpses allowed her to believe that his friendship hadn’t died. It had just been chained up in a dungeon somewhere, waiting for her to find the right key.


    Goodness. Catapults and dungeons? Letty shook her head and quirked a smile. Who knew melancholia would turn her thoughts in such a medieval direction? If she wasn’t careful, she’d soon have Philip digging symbolic moats and contracting metaphorical plagues. They might soon be battling ogres and—


    “We’re almost to the troll bridge.”


    Letty’s head came up. Trolls? Good heavens. Had her medieval melancholy infected Philip, too?


    He didn’t look melancholy, though, when he reined his horse around. Just serious. She was coming to dislike that solemn expression. The one that made her feel like a duty. And an unpleasant one, at that. Oh, how she missed his smile.


    Letty halted her mare as Philip drew abreast, facing her. The packhorse placidly followed along on the far side.


    “The livery owner in Rusk said that traffic on the bridge is lightest in the morning,” he said as he shifted in the saddle, “but I want you and Rusty to stay behind the tree line anyway until I fetch you.”


    Ah. Toll bridge. That made more sense. No trolls under this bridge, only the Neches River.


    Letty nodded, imitating his serious expression. “I remember your instructions from last night.” He’d been very thorough as he explained his plans for today’s river crossing. “I’m to leash Rusty and keep him at my side at all times. I’m to wear my hood, keep my eyes locked on Shadow’s mane, and not speak to anyone unless absolutely necessary.”


    She wasn’t too sure how Rusty would react to a leash, but she’d do her best to see he played his part. Letty intended to earn her way back into Philip’s good graces, and following his instructions to the letter seemed like a good strategy. Especially in light of his nervousness about exposing her to strangers. If there had been a place to cross the river safely on their own, he would have avoided the bridge altogether. But her lack of swimming skill combined with an impending storm had forced his hand.


    Hoping to elicit a smile from him, she offered one of her own. “I’ll be as unassuming as a rock,” she vowed with only a hint of teasing in her voice. “You’ll see. No one will pay me the least notice.”


    His mouth curved the wrong direction. “The chances of that are nil.”


    Letty’s spirits sank, as did her smile. “I promise not to draw attention, Philip. Truly. I’ll keep my head down and won’t look at a soul.”


    He let out a beleaguered sigh. “You’re a beautiful woman in a red cloak. People are going to notice.”


    He thought her beautiful? Her pulse danced. Until she realized he considered that beauty a flaw.


    “What if I smear mud on my face?” She glanced around for a likely source. If the mist turned to rain in the next few minutes, she’d have an ample supply. Excitement built as she considered her plan. “I can smear mud on my cape, too. Hide the color.”


    His eyes softened for the briefest instant before he tore his gaze away to stare down the trail behind her. “I don’t think it would make any difference.” He grumbled the words, but she swore a touch of humor echoed behind the gruffness. “Just follow the plan without any embellishments, all right?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    He dipped his chin, then turned Steele around and moved back into the lead position. Rusty trotted along at Letty’s side, tongue lolling, unconcerned by the undercurrents zinging between the humans around him. The trees eventually thinned enough that Philip signaled her to halt. He dropped the packhorse’s lead and gave the order to stand. Then he turned to Letty.


    “The bridge should be about a quarter mile downstream. I’ll scout it out, and when there are no other travelers in sight, I’ll return for you. It could be five minutes; it could be an hour. There’s no way to know.”


    Letty nodded her understanding. “I’ll have Rusty ready when you return.” Although, the shorter the wait, the more likely Rusty would cooperate.


    “If any trouble arises while I’m gone, fire a shot into the air, and I’ll come running.”


    He’d purchased a small pistol for her in Church Hill when he stopped at the general store there to pick up new blankets for their bedrolls. She kept it in her saddlebag, not yet comfortable enough with the weapon to carry it on her person. She much preferred her knife, should a weapon be needed, yet a knife couldn’t compete with a gun when it came to long-distance signaling.


    She patted the saddlebag and offered a smile. “I know what to do. This isn’t the first time you’ve left me alone.”


    “No, but it’s the first time I’ve left you so close to a main road. Anyone could stumble upon you and recognize your likeness from one of the reward posters your uncle’s men have been plastering all over creation.” His eyes raked her face, his jaw clenching tight.


    “I’ll be fine, Philip.” Her heart softened as she took him in. She might be seeing what she wanted to see, but the concern in his stormy gray eyes seemed deeper than what professional duty demanded. “Go,” she urged. “Do what you need to do. We’ll be here when you return.”


    His jaw moved, and she thought he might say something, but instead he nodded and rode off.


    She followed him with her gaze until he exited the trees. Heaving a sigh full of fairy-tale wishes that she should have outgrown years ago, Letty dismounted and retrieved the length of rope they’d prepared last night to serve as Rusty’s leash. She turned to face her pet and patted her leg. He padded over to her and licked her face when she crouched down to hug his neck.


    Letty gave him a good scratch. “I need you to do me a favor, all right?”


    She held the rope across her flat palms so he could examine it and give it a good sniff.


    “We’re going across a bridge, and people get nervous when they see wolves wandering around free. That’s why I need you to wear this around your neck.”


    Philip had fashioned what he called a bowline knot on one end of the thin rope. She showed the circle to Rusty.


    “I know you don’t like being tied, but this will just be for a little while.”


    Moving slowly, she aimed the loop for Rusty’s head. He dodged her first few attempts, but she eventually prevailed.


    “That’s a good boy,” she praised as she moved the leash past his ears and settled it around his neck. He shook his head and tugged, but she soothed him with another round of petting. Rubbing his neck, she worked her hands up and held his face so that his eyes peered into hers.


    “Please do this for me, Rusty. It’s important.”


    Amber eyes stared into hers, the bond they’d had since childhood holding firm. She felt the tension drain from his body and knew he’d accepted the leash. At least for now.


    She grinned and ruffled his ears. “I knew I could count on you.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a scrap of jerky she’d stashed away for just this occasion. She held it out to him and laughed when he nipped it from her hand.


    Rising to her feet, she let the rope feed through her hands until the full length dangled between them. She took a firm hold of the end, imitating the grip Philip used for the packhorse, then mounted Shadow.


    “Let’s practice a bit, shall we?” She clicked to her mare and walked her in a circle. “Heel, Rusty.”


    Already used to that command, Rusty came alongside the horse.


    “Good boy.”


    Now to try something harder. Little by little, Letty reeled in the slack, urging Rusty to come closer. The first time he felt the loop tug against his neck, he stopped and snapped at the rope.


    Letty didn’t slow her horse, just gave him a bit of slack and called out encouragement. “Come, Rusty. Heel.”


    They made three circles before Rusty finished a full rotation on the shortest lead. Letty praised his work and offered another piece of jerky. She continued the practice until the sound of a horse approaching brought her to a halt. Rusty didn’t growl, so she knew the rider must be Philip, but she fingered the hilt of her knife just in case.


    When her protector rode through the trees, Letty glanced down at Rusty. “Come on. Let’s show him how smart you are.”


    Smiling, she rode forward. “We’re ready.”


    Philip almost smiled. His mouth didn’t really curl, but his eyes crinkled enough that she decided to count it.


    “Good. The roadway is clear. I’ve already paid the toll, so we should be able to ride straight on. I’ll head down the middle with the packhorse. You and Rusty stay on the outside. If any traffic comes from the other side, I’ll do my best to block you.”


    Letty nodded and pulled her hood down as far as it would go. It limited her vision, but as long as she could see the back of Philip’s horse, she’d be fine. Shadow had been following Steele long enough to know what to do without her mistress’s guidance.


    When they moved out from the shelter of the trees, the rain that had felt like a gentle mist thickened to a steady drizzle. It was a light shower, not even enough to turn the dirt to mud, but it created the perfect excuse for her hood.


    Turning her face toward the river, Letty scanned the Neches. It had to be at least two to three hundred feet wide. Maybe more. The surface looked calm, but so much water had to have a strong current. The overcast sky lent a gray appearance to the water, giving it a menacing feel, one that made her glad she’d be keeping her eyes locked on her horse.


    Philip called out a greeting to the man in the tollhouse, positioning himself between her and the booth. She didn’t look up when the man wished them a good day, just kept her head bowed and her grip firm on Rusty’s leash. Hoofbeats muffled by dirt and sand began to clomp on wooden planks.


    The bridge was wide, built to allow herds of cattle to cross in the days before the railroad supplanted the longer trail drives. Even so, Philip steered her toward the trestle edge.


    “There’s a rider on the far side about to mount the bridge,” Philip murmured. “He’s got a dog with him. Keep a tight hold on Rusty.”


    Letty’s stomach churned as her knuckles whitened around the leash. “Good boy, Rusty,” she murmured softly as they neared the midpoint of the bridge. “Stay close to me now.”


    A bark she didn’t recognize echoed from somewhere ahead of them. Then nails clicked, the sound of a dog running.


    “Easy, Rusty. Pay him no mind.”


    But a wolfish growl drowned out her words. He pulled against her.


    “Heel, Rusty.” She forced more authority into her voice and gave a tug on the leash.


    “Ho, there,” Philip called in a cheerful voice. “Mind callin’ your dog back? Ours is a bit territorial. Would hate for the two to get into a scuffle.”


    A large hound appeared at the edge of Letty’s vision. He snapped at the packhorse’s legs as if culling a weak steer from its herd.


    A disturbing cackle sent chills running along Letty’s neck. “Fang there’s the best fighter in two counties. He ain’t afraid of no scuffle.”


    Fang? Good heavens.


    Rusty began to bark in earnest and strained at the leash.


    “Call back your dog.” Philip’s voice hardened like quenched steel. “He’s disturbing my horses.”


    The hound snapped at the packhorse’s heels again as if he thought it all some kind of game. The packhorse shied, kicking out at his tormentor. The hound dodged the horse’s hoof, then danced behind him to snap at Shadow. His teeth nipped flesh, and Letty’s mare reared. Letty squealed as she fought to keep her seat. The sound galvanized Rusty, and before she knew what had happened, he attacked, surging forward with such strength that the leash tore from her hand.


    “Rusty. No!”


    But her wolf was beyond obedience. With a deadly snarl, he lunged forward and bit the troublemaker on the shoulder. The hound whimpered and darted away, but Rusty gave chase. Too intent on protecting his adopted pack to heed his mistress’s call.


    Letty got Shadow under control just in time to see Rusty catch up to the black hound. The two fell on each other, snarling and growling like something from a nightmare.


    She had to stop them. She urged Shadow forward, but Philip cut in front of her.


    “Get off the bridge. Now.” His voice still rang with steel, but it was the fear in his eyes that hit her the hardest.


    He released his hold on the packhorse’s lead and swatted the animal on the rump. The small horse ran for the shore, more than eager to escape the chaos of the bridge.


    Tears filled her eyes as she wagged her head. “I can’t leave him, Philip. I can’t!”


    “I’ll take care of him. I promise. Now, go!” He smacked Shadow’s rump as well, and her mare leapt forward.


    Letty held on, her heart throbbing. She trusted Philip, but his duty was to protect her, not her wolf.


    As she passed the vile man with the creepy cackle, she saw his arm move in a direction that caused her to pull on Shadow’s reins.


    “Is that a wolf?” The foul-smelling man drew a revolver from his holster. “Get him away from my dog, or I’ll shoot ’im.”


    No. Please, God. No!


    She turned Shadow around. She couldn’t let that man shoot Rusty.


    Philip had dismounted and was doing his best to grab Rusty’s leash, but the snarling dogs made it nearly impossible to get close.


    The two dogs finally separated, but Rusty was on the far side, near the trestle. Too far for Philip to reach. The black hound limped as the two dogs circled each other.


    The man with the gun cursed at the sight of his battered dog and raised his arm.


    “Rusty! Run!” Letty kicked Shadow forward and lunged for the man’s arm.


    Rusty sprinted toward her, a new foe in his sights.


    “Get off me, woman!” The man yanked his arm away from her and twisted his horse sideways to stay out of her grasp.


    Then, like a man well used to inflicting pain on animals, he pulled his boot from his stirrup, and the moment Rusty bounded into range, he kicked out with full force, his boot smashing into Rusty’s side and sending him hurtling toward the trestle. As Letty watched in horror, he skidded through one of the gaping openings and plummeted into the river below.
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    “Rusty!”


    Letty’s anguished cry ripped through Philip like a barbed-wire lash. The same lash he wanted to use to flay the satisfied smirk from the face of the man who’d punted Rusty off the bridge. Philip recognized his type. Trainers who turned dogs into killers with a steady regimen of cruelty, then profited from the pain their animals inflicted upon others through gambling and extortion.


    Yet as Philip leapt back into the saddle and raced for the opposite end of the bridge, it wasn’t justice that spurred him. It was Letty. He’d made her a promise, and God help him, he intended to keep it.


    Thankfully, by the time he reached her side, Letty had ceased staring at the hole in the trestle where Rusty disappeared and had turned Shadow for the shoreline. Leaving the bridge and any danger the stranger might pose behind, the two raced down the embankment, scouring the water below for any sign of a red wolf.


    “Rusty!” Letty shouted her pet’s name and pointed to a dark splotch bobbing in the water about fifteen yards from shore.


    The old rust monger had good survival instincts. He paddled for the shore as best he could, but the river’s current dragged against him, making his progress slow. Rusty’s head dipped beneath the water, and Philip’s jaw clamped with painful force. He urged Steele to greater speed, scanning the shoreline ahead, searching for anything that could give them an advantage. Rusty would fight as long as he could, but not even a wolf could match a river’s strength.


    The sloping bank along the river’s edge steepened as the woods encroached upon the waterway. For a heartbeat, Philip considered taking Steele down to the water’s edge, but the sand would slow the horse’s pace, and hidden rocks could lame the steed if he stepped wrong. So he stayed on his current path and prayed for a sign.


    What he got was a fallen log. Thankfully, his horse was paying attention to the terrain in front of them while Philip’s focus was divided between land and water. By the time Philip spotted the log, he had just enough time to rise in the stirrups as Steele made the leap. When Steele’s hooves returned to earth and Philip’s seat returned to the saddle, inspiration struck. A short distance ahead lay another fallen tree. One that had been uprooted at the edge of the riverbank and now jutted a good six feet into the water. If he could get to the log ahead of Rusty, and if the wolf could swim within reach, they might have a chance.


    Philip leaned low over Steele’s neck. “Go, boy. Go!”


    The gray surged forward, his pace as reckless as Philip’s plan. When they reached the fallen tree’s location, Philip reined Steele to a halt and jumped from the saddle. He dove down the embankment, slipping on the steep slope and eroded soil until he reached the exposed root system and used it to steady himself. He maneuvered atop the log and found his footing. Not taking the time to dwell on the narrowness of the fallen pine, Philip trotted down the log’s surface, arms outstretched for balance.


    He slowed his pace once he reached the water’s edge. Broken branch points jabbed up from the log, making foot placement more difficult. Not to mention the slickness of the water lapping over the surface of the wood. Needing all of his concentration to navigate the log, he didn’t lift his gaze to search for Rusty until he heard Letty’s distant call.


    “He’s coming, Philip!”


    Glancing upstream, he spotted the bedraggled canine, head barely above the water. Philip curled his tongue and let out a shrill whistle. Then he cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted at full volume.


    “Rusty! Here, boy. Here!”


    The wolf’s head turned. Philip waved his hands above his head, hoping to give the animal a target.


    “Here, boy!”


    Please, God, bring him close enough for me to grab.


    They’d have one chance, a fact Rusty seemed to comprehend, for he came to life in the water, swimming with renewed vigor and making some progress in angling himself toward the fallen tree.


    Philip gauged Rusty’s position and headed farther down the log. The wood creaked under his weight, bringing him up short. Carefully, he lowered himself down to all fours, gripping the log with his hands until he found a place smooth enough for him to straddle it with his legs. Frigid water rushed over his knees and into his boots as his legs disappeared beneath the surface. Gripping the log with his thighs like he would a horse, he glued his gaze to the dark shape rushing toward him.


    He tightened his legs. Limbered his fingers. Calculated the trajectory.


    Too shallow. Rusty was going to miss the target.


    With no time to consider the consequences, Philip loosened his grip on the tree and lunged sideways, grabbing for Rusty with his left hand while scrabbling to hook his right arm over the log to keep himself from being swept away.


    Something sharp scraped his bicep as he plunged up to his chest in the water, but he ignored the pain as he grabbed for Rusty. His hand met fur and triumph soared through him. Until the fur began to slip through his fingers. He fumbled for purchase. The tree’s branches slowed Rusty’s escape, but Philip could feel the river pulling the wolf out of reach. Desperate, he made a grab for one of Rusty’s legs, but something else brushed against the back of his hand. Something corded. The leash!


    Philip snatched the rope, wound it twice around his hand, then strained with all his might to reel in the wolf on the other end. A groan tore from his throat as he arm-wrestled the river, the rope biting into his hand.


    Little by little, his arm curled toward his body. Rusty inched closer. Close enough to tangle his legs in the log’s dead branches and free himself from the stronger currents. Philip followed the line of the leash down the tree, winding the slack around his hand as he neared Rusty’s side.


    Holding on to the log with his right arm, he stretched his left over the top of the branch that separated him from Letty’s wolf.


    “I’ve got you, boy.” Philip panted the words, his muscles rapidly turning to jelly.


    Rusty whimpered, his nails scraping against the tree as he tried unsuccessfully to scramble to safety.


    “Easy, now. I’ll get you.”


    But it wouldn’t be easy. Not with the current pulling Philip’s legs downstream beneath the log and the chill numbing his hands.


    “I’m going to pull myself out first, then come for you, all right?”


    Philip twisted his body to face the log and grabbed it with both hands. Using one of the stubs left behind from a branch that had long ago been torn from the trunk, he dragged himself upward until his chest lay across the top of the log. His body demanded that he rest, but a soft whimper urged him to hurry. With a grimace, he pulled his numb legs from the water and crawled to the bramble that had trapped Rusty.


    The wood creaked and groaned under his weight, but Philip ignored the ominous sound. Stretching out on his stomach, he locked his legs around the tree and grabbed hold of the rope at the wolf’s neck. With a mighty heave, he pulled Rusty from the river and draped him over the log beneath Philip’s chin. Neither man nor beast moved for several seconds. Exhaustion had rendered them inert. Philip’s cheek lay on Rusty’s shoulder as the two fought to catch their breath.


    Then a voice called to them from the shoreline. An urgent voice. One filled with worry and desperation.


    “Philip? Are you all right? Philip!”


    He picked up his head, and gradually his body followed until he reached a sitting position.


    “What do you say we get off this toothpick, boy?”


    A whine was his only answer.


    “Too bad that swim tuckered you out. I was gonna vote for you hauling me to shore. Guess I’m the one stuck doin’ the haulin’.”


    Philip slowly pulled himself to his feet and found his balance. Then with infinite care, he bent and collected Rusty into his arms.


    “Lord,” he murmured as he slowly pivoted to face the shore, “I don’t think I ever needed your help walking the straight and narrow as much as I do right now.” Staring at the log, he shuffled forward a step. “My feet are numb.” He shuffled again. “I’ve got a wild animal in my arms.” He held his breath as he lifted his foot over a broken branch nub and planted his boot on the other side. The wood creaked another warning. “And this here tree is threatening to give way.” He lifted his back leg and brought it forward. “Guide my feet, Lord, and see us safely to the other side.”


    One wobbly step at a time, Philip made his way down the log. His limbs shook from the cold and wet. Rusty shivered in his arms. His boots sloshed with every step. But he progressed toward the shore and the woman in red waiting for them. He hadn’t dared look up from the log to gauge her distance from them, but the red of her cloak beckoned at the edge of his vision like a beacon of hope.


    As if she knew that navigating the log took all the concentration he could summon, she didn’t call out encouragement, but he swore he could feel her willing them to shore. When he finally reached the section of log that rested atop sand instead of water, she appeared at his side, her hand clasping his arm and steadying him as he stumbled from the log to the ground.


    He crumpled to his knees, unable to go another step. In a heartbeat, she swept the cloak from her shoulders and wrapped it around him. Her warmth and scent enveloped him, and even though he knew he should protest—the cape was her only protection against the rain that continued to fall—he couldn’t find the energy to reject her gift. She rubbed his arms with brisk efficiency, stirring his circulation.


    “You shouldn’t have taken such a risk.” Her voice broke as she scolded and rubbed.


    Philip tipped his head back just enough to see her face, those freckles he liked so much slowly coming into focus. “H-he’s y-your fam-ily.”


    He’d known it from the moment he saw her and Rusty together. Her wolf was more than a pet. He was her friend, her confidant, her companion. Thanks to her isolated upbringing, Rusty had been as much of a brother to her as any human sibling.


    Letty paused in her rubbing to meet his gaze. “Yes, but losing you both would have been more than I could have borne.” She searched his face. “You’re more than just a man hired to protect me, Philip. You’re my friend. I care about what happens to you.”


    The words warmed him even more than the friction of her hands on his arms. Though the rubbing stopped as her eyes softened. Her hands slid upward past his biceps, past his shoulders, then cupped his jaw, one palm on either side.


    “Thank you, Philip. For saving Rusty. Thank you from the bottom of my heart.”


    She leaned in and brushed her lips across his. He stilled completely. Even his shivering ceased, immobilized by the sweetness of her kiss. It lasted only a heartbeat, but something shifted inside of him. Something momentous. His brain was too numb to rationalize the significance of what had occurred, but that didn’t stop him from recognizing that something had occurred.


    Letty Hood had just reached inside his chest and etched her name into his heart.
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    Letty ducked her chin and turned her attention to Rusty, rubbing his side and drying his fur with the bottom of her cape.


    Good heavens! She’d just kissed a man. A thank-you kiss, of course, not an I’m-a-forward-woman-trying-to-take-advantage-of-you type of kiss, but still . . . a kiss. She hadn’t considered the consequences, she’d just . . . followed the impulse. Was there even such a thing as a thank-you kiss in the real world? She’d read stories where ladies bestowed the favor of a kiss upon knights or other gentlemen after an act of valor, but she had no idea if the practice still existed. Or if a man like Philip Carmichael would be aware of such a custom. Gracious! What must he think of her now? First she’d unwittingly imposed surreptitious snuggling upon him back in the Bullocks’ barn, and now she’d foisted a kiss upon him when his arms were too full for him to defend himself. She didn’t even have a credible excuse. Her heart had simply been so full it overflowed. Through her lips, apparently.


    Heat suffused her cheeks, and her rubdown of Rusty increased its vigor.


    In her defense, nothing in her experience had prepared her to witness such a valiant spectacle. Philip Carmichael, dripping river water and carting a half-drowned Rusty in his arms, would forevermore appear in the dictionary of her mind next to the word hero. Yet she couldn’t seem to assuage the guilt that had bombarded her the moment he’d plunged into that river.


    He could have been swept away and lost to her forever! Her heart had squeezed so hard in her chest at the sight of him lunging off the log that she’d nearly fallen on her face when she’d dismounted Shadow. Then she’d stumbled down the embankment to the river’s edge and been tortured as time passed with agonizing slowness. Before today, she’d never really understood what the Bible meant when it talked about the Spirit interceding with groanings when a person didn’t know how to pray. Now she knew. Desperate groaning had been all she’d been able to manage as her soul cried out to the Lord for help. Thankfully, the Spirit must have interpreted, for God brought Philip safely to shore.


    “We n-need to get g-going,” Philip said as he released his iron grip on Rusty and attempted to stand. “F-find shelter.”


    Her cape slid from his shoulders, and she frowned. “What we need is a room with a roaring hearth where you and Rusty can get dry and warm, and where you can rest from your . . . adventure.” She arranged her cape around Rusty’s shivering form, then faced off with her stubborn guardian. “I say we go back to the bridge and follow the road to the closest town where we can find a room to rent. I don’t want either of you coming down with the ague after this.”


    Philip crossed his arms over his chest and glared, a look that would have been much more intimidating if his teeth hadn’t been chattering. “N-no t-towns. T-too d-dangerous for y-you.”


    “Well, being out in the rain after taking a dip in a frigid river is too dangerous for you. If you take sick, who’s going to watch out for me then?” Not that she cared one whit about herself at this moment, but his honor would let him care about little else, and she wasn’t above using that against him.


    His hand clasped her wrist. “No towns.” He tightened his jaw and spoke slowly, as if he thought his chattering teeth weakened his position.


    Nothing about this man was weak, and she intended to make sure that remained the case.


    Lightning flashed in the stormy gray of his eyes. “Your word, Letty.”


    “On one condition.” Two could play the demand game. “You help me scout out a place of substance for us to shelter in. Of substance, Philip. A tarp strung between two trees is not sufficient. I want walls and a roof and a place for a fire.”


    He released her wrist and made a sound in his throat that could have rivaled one of Rusty’s growls. “When did you get to be so bossy?”


    “About the same time you got to be so wet.”


    He chuckled. Yes, he shook his head while he did so, and she was pretty sure she’d caught an eye roll before he turned his head, but that chuckle warmed her through and through. This was the friend she’d been missing. The one who’d been hidden behind the cold walls of professionalism for the past couple of days. The one she intended to care for with the same diligence he’d exerted on her behalf.


    Philip plopped onto his rear and tugged his left boot off with a grunt. “Fine.” He tipped the boot over, and the equivalent of a glassful of water poured onto the dirt. “I’ll find us some substantial shelter.”


    “Excellent!” Letty bent over Rusty and arranged her cape around him so he would be protected from the drizzling rain still falling from the sky. Patting his back, she lowered her voice as she cooed to her pet. “You just rest here for a few minutes, my friend. I’ll be right back. And then we can find a nice spot next to a big fire for you. How does that sound?”


    Rusty offered a tepid whine in response. The sound tugged on Letty’s heartstrings. She dropped a kiss on the top of his head through the fabric of her hood.


    “You’re such a loyal friend,” she whispered, “so fierce and brave. It’s my turn to take care of you. You and that stubborn Pinkerton over there.” She cast a glance at Philip, where he sat frowning over the water pouring from his second boot. “My two heroes.”


    Watch over them, Lord. Protect them from sickness, and give me the ability to do for them as they have done for me.


    Leaning over Rusty, she wrapped her arms around him and pressed her face against his neck in an embrace she hoped brought him a little heat as well as comfort. Then she straightened, blew out a breath, and brushed the wet sand from her skirt. The action didn’t accomplish much in the way of cleanliness—everything was far too damp—but it felt like a preparatory step that needed to be taken as she shifted from follower to leader.


    “I’ll fetch the packhorse while you change into some dry clothes.” She aimed her pronouncement in Philip’s direction but didn’t wait for his response before striding toward a less steep section of the embankment.


    “Hold on a minute.”


    Letty peered over her shoulder and found Philip on his feet, trying to shove his soggy foot back into his wet boot.


    “I’ll fetch the packhorse,” the muleheaded man insisted. “You stay here with Rusty.”


    For pity’s sake! She was trying to help him.


    Letty jabbed a finger in his direction. “You, Mr. Carmichael, are going to march up to that faithful steed of yours and fetch a pair of dry stockings along with a dry shirt and trade in that drenched buckskin for the slicker you keep tied up behind your saddle. Then you’re going to get Rusty up this embankment and feed him a piece of jerky to help him regain his strength while you scan that map you carry for a route likely to lead us to the substantial shelter you promised me.”


    He raised a brow at her highhanded manner. “Putting on dry clothes isn’t going to do much good in the rain.”


    “There’s a difference between damp and drenched, and I aim to see you as dry as possible before we set off again.” Unexpected tears rose to clog her throat, but she choked them down. “I will not have you catching your death because of me, Philip Carmichael, and that’s final.”


    “You’re still awfully bossy,” he grumbled.


    “Yes, well, you’re still awfully wet. Maybe when you’re drier my mood will sweeten.”


    He flashed a smile, and some of her ire evaporated. Then his expression turned somber. “Stay out of sight, Letty. And put on that extra slicker I packed for you. No sense in all of us being soaked to the skin.”


    Her gaze met his, and a fluttery feeling danced through her chest. The concern in his eyes looked anything but professional.


    “I will,” she promised, her voice going as soft as her heart.


    Then she cleared her throat and resumed her hike with resolve. This wasn’t the time for soft. This was the time for strong. The two most important males in her life had taken a blow, and she intended to lighten their load and see to their welfare. Whether they liked it or not.


    ****


    Philip swallowed the urge to call Letty back when she reached the top of the embankment. He wasn’t one of those pompous fellows who believed a woman too delicate to handle adversity without a man to guide her. Shoot, he’d grown up on a farm with his mother working right alongside his father. There was nothing delicate or weak about his mama’s constitution, nor her mind. He saw the same strength in Letty. He didn’t doubt her capability in retrieving their packhorse and finding her way back to him. The woman had a good sense of direction, and even if she didn’t, all she had to do was follow the river. Nevertheless, the fact that she didn’t need him dented his pride.


    Still, he recognized the efficiency of her plan. He wasn’t exactly operating at peak performance at the moment. Battling river currents, bruising branches, and a floundering wolf had left him fatigued and sore in more places than he could count. He rubbed at a particularly achy spot on his chest where he’d scraped against the log to pull himself out of the water. The next few days were going to be mighty uncomfortable.


    Philip grimaced as he hunkered down next to Rusty. The wolf’s snout poked out from beneath Letty’s hood. “You’re probably more banged up than I am, aren’t you, fella?” Philip stroked Rusty’s side through the cape.


    The animal had taken quite a kick to his side. Hopefully the blow hadn’t been severe enough to do any serious internal damage. As Philip continued to pet him, Rusty turned his face toward him and licked his hand. Philip stilled at the show of affection from his erstwhile nemesis.


    “Wow. Two kisses in one day.” He reached under the red hood and ruffled the wolf’s ears the way he’d seen Letty do countless times. “Gotta admit, I liked hers better.” Rusty whined, and Philip grinned at the woebegone expression on the wolf’s face. “Now, don’t go getting offended. I appreciated the gesture. Besides, I’m sure you like her petting a whole lot better than you like mine, so that makes us even.”


    Rusty licked Philip’s hand a second time, then dropped his head back down onto his paws, as if holding it up required energy he didn’t have.


    “I guess you’re not quite up to climbing the embankment, are you?” Fortifying himself for a task he wasn’t all that certain he was up for, Philip scooped Rusty into his arms and grunted his way into a standing position. “Just so you know,” Philip huffed as he headed up the slope, “I’m not going to lug . . . your heavy carcass around . . . on a regular . . . basis.”


    Leaning into the hill, he followed Letty’s footsteps, thankful she’d found a path easier to traverse than the one he’d skittered down earlier.


    “You’re not exactly . . . one of those little pugs . . . rich ladies tote around . . . like Queen Victoria.” In truth, Rusty’s weight felt more akin to a cow at the moment, but that had more to do with Philip’s flagging muscles than the animal’s actual poundage.


    In the wake of that pitiful observation, Philip stumbled and banged his knee against the slope in front of him. He fought for balance, jostling Rusty in the process, but managed to keep his grip without either dropping his cargo or tumbling down the hill. A rather impressive accomplishment, seeing as how his feet were still mostly numb.


    With his legs under him once again, Philip trudged upward and eventually crested the top of the hill. He carried Rusty into the trees and laid him beneath a large pine that still had some dry-looking needles at its base. Next, he fetched his horse, hobbling like a gout-ridden old man while doing so, and led Steele into the trees near Rusty. It took a ridiculously long time to pull off his drenched clothes and replace them with dry ones from his saddlebag. Cold, trembling fingers didn’t match up well against the suctioned grip of wet cloth on clammy skin.


    He rubbed his small shaving towel over his chest, arms, and hair, but it didn’t seem to make much difference. What he really wanted to do was peel off his sodden trousers, but they’d have to wait. He only had one spare pair, and they needed to stay dry until they found shelter. The wool socks he pulled onto his feet felt heavenly—until he shoved them into his wet boots. He sighed. It seemed dry was going to remain out of reach for a while.


    Philip pulled on his slicker and rolled up his wet clothes inside his buckskin coat and tied the wad behind his saddle. He gave Rusty some jerky, then poured some water from his canteen into a tin cup for the wolf to lap up. Tearing off a hunk of dried meat for himself, Philip pulled out his map and plotted a new route. One that would skirt a little closer to known homesteads where he might find an abandoned barn or line shack they could put to use.


    As much as he wanted to push forward and cover the miles needed to get Letty to Houston, he couldn’t deny the need to be at his best if any of Radcliffe’s men caught up to them. He couldn’t afford to be sluggish or weak. Not with Letty’s life hanging in the balance. And right now, sluggish and weak was exactly how he felt. He also had an ache throbbing in his head and cold seeping into his bones.


    Philip shoved all of that aside the moment Letty returned. A man could take stock of his frailties when alone with his thoughts, but when there was a job to do, he did what needed to be done.


    Yet after they’d ridden for an hour without finding suitable shelter, Philip’s frailties became harder to ignore. Energy depleted, he slumped in the saddle, his vision blurring as he gazed through a curtain of rain. His head pounded, and his body shivered. Only these shivers coursed through him with a different intensity than the ones he’d experienced after his dunking in the river. As much as he tried to rationalize away the signs, Philip suspected his shivering symptomized something more sinister than chilled skin.
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    Letty bit her lip as Philip slumped a little lower in his saddle. They couldn’t go on like this. They needed to stop and get him warm. Rusty, too, though her wolf seemed to be faring slightly better. He’d been limping along beside her for the last two hours, his head low but his pace steady. Rain fell in an unforgiving stream as the temperature of the air continued to drop.


    She didn’t know much about the physical repercussions of continued exposure to wet and cold conditions, but she knew she was miserable, and the sum of her sogginess could only be a fraction of what plagued Philip. Letty had donned her cape once she’d returned from fetching the packhorse and pulled the hood over her hair. It smelled like wet dog, but her nose eventually unwrinkled and accepted the odor. She wore her slicker over the damp cape, but rain still found its way inside.


    Philip had steered them toward cattle country, hoping they would run across a line shack or an empty barn, but they’d found nothing. And despite her pleading, he’d refused to approach any occupied homestead to seek assistance. A tarp strung between two trees was looking better and better. Yet instinct warned that it wouldn’t be enough. More than rain hounded them. Philip and Rusty still carried the effects of the river. The bone-rattling cold of the water along with whatever injuries they’d sustained from the struggle.


    She needed to find a way to help them. Show me, God. Please. Forcing her chin up even though it meant exposing her face to the rain, Letty scanned the gray landscape, desperate for a sign. Any sign.


    Shielding her eyes with a hand pressed to her brow, she peered ahead of her but saw nothing but dirt and trees. She twisted to the right and caught a glimpse of something above the branches. A snakelike, gray ribbon weaving up into the sky. Chimney smoke.


    Heart pounding with hope, Letty faced forward. “Philip.”


    He didn’t answer. In fact, he looked a bit lopsided in the saddle.


    “Philip?” She increased her volume and nudged Shadow into a faster gait.


    He gave a jerk, then straightened as if he’d nodded off.


    Letty reached for his arm as she drew alongside him. Good heavens. He was shaking so hard, he could barely hold on to the reins. He turned to look at her, and it took effort not to gasp. His face had lost all color. And he seemed to be having trouble keeping his eyes open.


    Letty’s jaw tightened and resolve hardened her belly. Enough was enough.


    “We’re stopping.” She took hold of Steele’s reins and led the gelding off the path to a small copse of trees to their left.


    “What are you . . . ?” Philip tried to reclaim the reins, but his movements were sluggish and easy to circumvent. He couldn’t even finish his sentence.


    Refusing to let the alarm spiking through her chest derail her, she focused on steering Philip to what paltry shelter they had at hand. Worrying could wait until she got him somewhere warm.


    With soldier-like efficiency, Letty took charge of the packhorse, extracted the tarp, and had one corner tied to a low-hanging branch by the time Philip managed to dismount. He stood next to his horse and stared at her as if he wasn’t quite sure what he was supposed to be doing.


    “Grab your bedroll.” She pointed to an oilskin-wrapped bundle behind the cantle.


    He blinked and then moved slowly to obey. She had the tarp secured by the time he collected the bedding. Letty took the roll from his hands and laid it out beneath the tarp, folding it in half so the blanket inside would remain dry.


    “Sit,” she ordered. When he didn’t move fast enough for her, she dragged him under the tarp.


    He ducked his head, and water poured from the brim of his hat. Trusting him to find the bedroll and to plant his seat in the middle of it, she called to Rusty.


    The wolf gave himself a good shake, then padded into the small covered area.


    “Good boy.” Letty hunkered next to Philip, trying to ignore his violent shivering. She patted the ground next to Philip’s thigh and urged her pet to come. “Right here, Rusty. Nice and close.”


    Rusty stretched out next to Philip and even placed his head in the Pinkerton’s lap. Philip’s tremulous hand found his fur and gave him a shaky stroke that nearly broke Letty’s tears free from the prison where she’d locked them.


    “Stay, Rusty,” she murmured in a low voice. “Keep him warm.”


    Then before Philip’s sluggish mind could piece together her intent, she ran from the makeshift shelter, mounted Shadow, and raced for the line of smoke rising in the distance.


    “Lettyyyyyy!”


    Philip’s shout echoed more with hurt than anger, and her heart chaffed at causing him distress. But she didn’t look back. She kept riding and prayed he’d not try to follow her this time.


    Consumed with her concern for Philip, she gave little thought to anything else until she rode through a stand of trees and encountered the homestead she sought. It was a small log cabin, maybe only two or three rooms, but what interested Letty most were the outbuildings to the west. One in particular had a stovepipe poking through the roof. No smoke wafted from the opening, but its existence gave her hope.


    The bark of a dog echoed above the pattering rain. Letty eased Shadow forward, scanning for the dog as they moved. Shadow was used to Rusty, but a dog charging from an unknown location could spook her. A brown head jutted out from under the house’s front porch, catching Letty’s eye. There you are. It seemed he had no interest in actually greeting the callers, just announcing their presence. Not that Letty blamed him. She wouldn’t be out in this rain, either, if she had any choice in the matter.


    She signaled Shadow to halt about ten feet from the front door, expecting the portal to open at any moment, but it remained closed. Was the owner asleep? Surely not. The day wasn’t even half over.


    “Hello?” Letty shouted through the rain, urgency pounding through her veins. “Is anyone home? Please. I need help.”


    A curtain flickered at the window to the left of the door, evidence that someone was alive inside and aware of her presence.


    “I’m seeking shelter. I can pay.”


    Grandmother had insisted she carry ample funds of her own in addition to the money Philip had been paid to cover their supplies and travel expenses. She had close to twenty dollars in small bills and coins stashed in various places, including a pocket sewn into the lining of her cape.


    The curtain drew back again, revealing a face. Letty couldn’t make out many details with the rain distorting her vision, but the person didn’t seem to be very tall. About a foot of unoccupied glass stretched above the person’s head.


    All at once, the window slid upward. “You alone?”


    A high-pitched, wobbly voice. A woman. Probably elderly. No wonder she didn’t want to open her door to a stranger.


    Letty dismounted and took a few steps toward the house. The dog under the porch started barking again, bringing her to a halt, but hopefully her hostess saw enough in her split skirt and small stature to conclude she, too, was female and posed no threat.


    “I’m alone at the moment, yes, but my traveling companion has taken a severe chill. I left him about a half mile from here. I need a place where he can get warm and dry.” She pointed toward the building that might have been a bunkhouse at one time. “Could we take shelter in your outbuilding there? It looks like it has a stove. We have our own food and supplies and won’t impose upon you.”


    The window slammed shut, and Letty stood alone in the mud, the rain seeping into every crevice. Had she just been turned away? Please, God. I don’t know where else to go. She blinked back sudden tears. Goodness. Wasn’t she wet enough already? Willing her chin not to wobble, she gathered her composure and her courage. Philip and Rusty were depending on her. She’d not give up. Sizing up her options, Letty held her ground and internally debated the merits of storming the castle and pounding on the door until it opened. Wasn’t there a parable in the Bible about a neighbor needing bread who eventually received it because he kept pestering his neighbor until the man opened his door to him? Letty didn’t much care for the idea of forcing this woman’s hand, but if making a pest of herself gained shelter for Philip, she’d forfeit good manners and annoy with all the dedication of a swarm of mosquitos.


    Fists clenched with purpose, Letty strode for the porch. Yet before she could take more than three steps, the front door opened. A gray-haired woman with a slight hunch in her back shuffled onto the covered porch, a large canning jar in her hand filled with a golden broth and chunks of vegetables. She shushed her dog, then signaled for Letty to approach.


    Gratitude drove the fight out of Letty as she hurried forward, a wide smile stretching across her face. “Oh, thank you! I promise we’ll be no trouble to you.”


    “The bunkhouse ain’t been used since my husband died four years ago, but my son cleans out all the stovepipes on the property on a regular basis. It should be safe. Not sure if there’s any kindlin’ in the firebox, but you can help yourself to wood from the shed. The boys from church keep me in good supply.”


    “We’ll manage.” If Letty hadn’t been as sopping as a drowned rat, she might have hugged the kind woman. “I can’t tell you how much this means . . .” Emotion choked her throat. “Truly, you’re an answer to prayer.”


    The woman’s eyes softened as she held out the jar. “I thought it strange I had a hankering for chicken soup last night. I usually only eat soup in the winter. But as soon as you said your fella had taken a bad chill, I knowed it was God’s work. Ain’t been a chill created this soup can’t cure. This recipe’s been healing colds and chills in our family for four generations. You heat this up and feed it to your man. It’ll put him to rights.”


    The tears Letty had banished earlier returned in force and leaked out the corners of her eyes as she accepted the jar. “Thank you for being so kind.”


    The woman shooed her with an impatient hand. “Go on. Fetch your fella. The bunkhouse is unlocked. Can’t say it’s clean, but the roof don’t leak.”


    It sounded like a veritable paradise compared to their current accommodations. Letty clutched the jar close to her chest and dipped her head in a small bow. “God bless you.”


    The woman turned away, as if uneasy with the thanks. Either that, or she was just eager to get out of the damp. Smart lady. Letty’s fingertips already resembled prunes, yet it wasn’t her own discomfort that had her scrambling down the porch steps and splattering mud as she ran for the bunkhouse. The picture of Philip huddled beneath her poorly rigged tarp, shivering uncontrollably, spurred her haste.


    She stayed only long enough to set down the jar of soup and eye the kindling box. A few scraps remained, but they’d need wood from the shed she’d spotted near the side of the house.


    Having her resources scouted, she hurried back to Shadow, climbed into the saddle, and urged the mare into a slow canter.


    Hang on, Philip. I’m coming.
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    Philip jerked his head up with a start. How long had he been dozing?


    Letty!


    His teeth chattered as he glanced around the tiny shelter, trying desperately to rid himself of the lethargy holding him captive. She wasn’t here. He had to find her. Had to—


    Why couldn’t he move his legs? Philip glanced down, his foggy brain slow to identify the furry robe stretched across his lap. Not a robe. A dog. No. A wolf. Rusty. The animal’s presence should have comforted him, but it only drove the panic deeper.


    He pushed at Rusty’s side as he tried to extract his legs, uncontrollable shivers stealing his dexterity. “Why aren’t y-you . . . with Letty? She shouldn’t . . . b-be alone. Too d-dangerous.”


    Rusty whimpered, scrambled off Philip, and skittered out of reach. He limped as he moved, and the sight brought memories flooding back. The vicious kick that sent Rusty into the river, the struggle to escape the water’s clutches, the exhaustion and cold that had brought them both low.


    Philip reached out an apologetic hand. “Sorry, p-partner. Didn’t mean . . . to h-hurt you.” Rusty allowed him to pet his head and leaned into his palm. “I gotta . . . g-get up. Find Letty.”


    Rusty pulled away as Philip tried to stand. The wolf growled, and Philip swore the critter scowled at him. A hazy memory of Letty’s voice instructing her pet to stay and keep him warm filtered through his mind.


    The stubborn woman had gone for help. She’d defied him. Exposed herself to needless danger. All on his account. If anything happened to her . . .


    Don’t go there, Carmichael. But he couldn’t help himself. How many Pinkerton case files had he read where women were attacked, abused, or abducted by men who found them alone? Vulnerable. Unprotected. Unable to overcome the physical strength of their attackers. If Letty had knocked on the door of such a scoundrel . . .


    Get up, man. You got a job to do. A woman to protect.


    If he could just get his limbs to quit shaking.


    Clamping his jaw shut to minimize the chattering of his teeth, Philip pressed a palm into the pine tree at his back and tried to lever himself upward. His balance wavered. His feet tangled. He lunged upward, grabbing at the tree to steady himself, and knocked the low-hanging tarp with his hat. A cascade of collected water sluiced straight down his back.


    With a howl to rival Rusty, he lurched away from the tree and ducked down, bracing his hands on his knees. What was wrong with him? His brain was engulfed in so much molasses he couldn’t even figure out how to stand without causing a catastrophe.


    It was the river, not the rain. That’s why he and Rusty were in such sorry states. But Rusty wasn’t stumbling over his own feet or shaking like an old man with palsy. Philip’s gaze narrowed in on the wolf. His half-dry fur. Rusty had left the river behind. Philip still carried it with him. All at once the answer became clear. He needed to get rid of the river.


    Philip tried to straighten, but the tarp hindered him. Intent on his goal, he stepped out from under the protective awning and into the rain. With trembling hands, he began unfastening his slicker, but the metal buttons evaded him like rogue dogies. It took far too long to corral the ornery critters, but he eventually got the last one through the chute. He tore the slicker off his back, then reached for the buckle of his gun belt. Finding more success with this one, he whooped in triumph as the unwanted weight slid from his hips to the ground. Suspenders next. As soon as he could finagle them off his shoulders, he’d rid himself of the river-laden trousers at the heart of his misery. With them gone, he’d finally be able to shake the ice from his veins.


    He concentrated so diligently on his task that he failed to recognize the sound of approaching hoofbeats until the rider was upon him. He reached for his gun and found nothing but wet wool clinging to his hip. Dad-blamed trousers. First stealing his strength and now his guns. He scratched at the waistband, but the fabric refused to cooperate. His knife! He bent at the waist, his fingers stretching toward the hidden sheath in his right boot. No trousers were going to take him down. He’d cut the fiendish things off if he had to.


    Someone called his name, but he paid it no mind. He had his mission, and nothing would distract him.


    “Philip! Stop!”


    Someone grabbed his arm. Pulled him away from his knife. He struggled for freedom, but his nemesis threw herself against him, throwing him off-balance. Staggering backward, his heel banged against something metal, and he tripped. He grabbed for his attacker, determined to take her down with him. His hindquarters slammed against the ground, but he immediately twisted to force his opponent beneath him, pinning her to the ground as he rose above her.


    “Philip! It’s me, Letty.”


    Hazel eyes blinked up at him. Eyes he recognized. Eyes that made his heart ache and his head swim. Something was wrong. His grip loosened. He shook his head, trying to put the jumble of his mind back into order, but before he could make sense of things, an enraged fur ball rammed him from the side.


    Philip tumbled away from the woman with the magic eyes and raised an arm to ward off the fanged creature snarling at him. Teeth clamped onto his forearm.


    “Rusty, no! Leave him.” The angel wrapped her arms around the wolf’s neck and tugged him away.


    Arm free, Philip sat up and scrambled backward, then cradled his arm in front of him. The woman extended her hand toward him as if she wanted to help. Her voice crooned, soothing his panic. He knew her. Knew both of them. Friends, not foes.


    “It’s all right, Philip. No one’s going to hurt you.” She stepped closer, a cautious smile stretching across her face.


    His heart rate calmed as some of the confusion began to clear. “Letty?”


    Her smile doubled in size as her head bobbed up and down. “Yes. That’s right.” She hunkered down beside him and rested a hand on his shoulder. “I found a place for us to shelter. A place with a stove and four sturdy walls to keep out the storm. A place where we can get you dry and warm.”


    Warm. Warm was good.


    “It’s not far.” She spoke close to his ear, her voice shimmering through him. Such a pretty voice. Pretty face too.


    She pulled a handkerchief from somewhere inside her jacket and wrapped it around his arm.


    “Let’s get you up,” she urged, placing a hand under his left elbow.


    She pushed on his arm, but he was too busy staring at the small red dots on the white bandage to pay her much heed.


    “Come on, Philip. I need your help. Stand up.”


    He blinked. She needed him? Philip set his jaw. Letty needed him. The red dots could wait. He pushed to his feet.


    “That’s it,” she praised. “Good job.”


    His chest expanded. He liked making her happy. Which was why he didn’t put up a fuss when she shoved his arms back into his slicker and fastened the buttons he’d worked so hard to undo. He frowned when she looped his gun belt over the horn on her saddle, but then she smiled at him again, and he decided he’d let her keep it if she liked it all that much.


    She returned to his side and led him toward his horse. “Do you think you can mount?”


    He jutted out his chin. “’Course I c-can.” His head might be a muddled mess at the moment, and his entire body might be quaking worse than a spiderweb in a windstorm, but he’d not let such paltry problems keep him from acquitting himself well in front of a lady. Especially this lady.


    It took three tries to get his boot in the stirrup, but once he did, heaving himself into the saddle proved a simple-enough task. After finding his seat, he turned to gain her approval, but she no longer stood beside his horse. Apparently, she’d decided that reclaiming the tarp from the trees was more important than admiring his manly accomplishment. He exhaled a sigh and let his back slump as he tucked his arms close to his chest in a quest for warmth.


    She packed up the tarp, took charge of the packhorse that he’d forgotten about, then mounted her own horse and positioned herself at his side.


    “Stay close to me, all right?” Her gaze radiated such concern that his heart squeezed as he nodded.


    Staying close to this woman felt like a plan he could build his life around.


    “Good. Let’s go.” She urged her mare into a trot, and his mount followed without any prodding on his part.


    The farther they traveled, the harder it became to keep the mental fog at bay. He counted trees until his eyelids drooped and he forgot what number he was on. After prying his eyes open and straightening in the saddle, he turned his attention from trees to the woman in front of him.


    Letty. He couldn’t see much of her from this angle. Just the yellow slicker and the soggy red hood plastered to her head. Philip frowned. Why didn’t she have a hat? He should get her a hat. But if he did, he’d not be able to watch the sun turn her hair from brown to fiery auburn. What he wouldn’t give for a little sunshine right about now.


    Letty twisted in the saddle and smiled at him.


    And there was the sunshine.


    That smile made him feel special. Like she actually cared about him. Couldn’t remember a woman outside of family who’d ever looked at him that way.


    “You doing okay back there?”


    He was far from okay. His ice-encrusted bones still ached, and his teeth wouldn’t stop chattering, but he lifted a hand in agreement anyway. “Fine.”


    It was oddly important to him to keep that smile on her face. When it expanded at his reply, his chest seemed to expand in proportionate measure.


    “Good. We’re almost there.”


    Almost where? He’d forgotten.


    “We’ll have you warm in no time,” she said before turning to face forward again.


    Warm. That’s right. They were going someplace warm. Warm would be nice.


    The haze crept over him again until a dog barked and cleared a bit of it away. Philip blinked. Tried to focus on his surroundings.


    The rain had let up, softening to more of a clinging mist than a steady shower. A small cabin stood in front of them, light glowing from a front window, but Letty steered them elsewhere. To another building. One with no light. No chimney smoke.


    “Heel, Rusty.” She patted her leg, urging her wolf to stay close.


    A growl rumbled in his throat in answer to the canine warning emanating from the vicinity of the cabin, but he obeyed his mistress and didn’t charge off to investigate.


    When they reached the outbuilding, Letty reined in her mare and dismounted. She came alongside Philip’s horse and patted Steele’s neck before looking up at him. “This is where we are going to stay. I need you to dismount and get inside. I’ll take care of the horses and supplies after I get the stove lit. All right?”


    He nodded, hoping he didn’t disgrace himself by falling off his horse and splatting face first in the mud. The moment he nodded, she spun and darted into what looked to be a bunkhouse, judging by the narrow beds stacked two high, visible against the far wall through the door she’d left gaping. At least he wouldn’t have an audience.


    With legs and arms feeling as strong as wet newspaper, Philip dismounted with extra care, not fully releasing his grip on the saddle until he’d tested that his knees wouldn’t buckle beneath his weight.


    His tortoise movements contrasted starkly with Letty’s jackrabbit speed. She hopped from one thing to the next so fast, she’d started to blur. He’d barely started unfastening his saddlebags when she dashed back outside.


    “The kindling’s caught,” she told him as she hurried past, “but I need to fetch some logs from the woodshed. I’ll be right back.”


    “I’ll be h-here.” Probably still working on unfastening the straps on his bags at the rate he was going. Numb, shaky fingers left him with the dexterity of a toddler.


    When the last strap finally slipped free, a ridiculous surge of accomplishment jabbed through his chest. He draped the saddlebags over his left arm and shuffled toward the door. Rusty stood in the doorway, eyeing him. Philip couldn’t decide if it was concern or disdain glowing in the animal’s golden eyes. Feeling the throb in his right forearm and remembering bits and pieces of what he’d done to deserve it, he figured it might be best to offer an apology before pushing his way into the building.


    Philip hobbled to the entrance and bowed his head as he made eye contact with Rusty. “S-Sorry I lost my head b-back there. You were r-right to s-step in.” The ache in his skull intensified as he tried to recount the details of what had happened. All he recalled was being crouched over Letty, her shoulders pinned to the ground beneath his hands. A shiver passed through him that had nothing to do with the chill attacking him. “It w-won’t happen again. Y-You have m-my word.”


    He was her protector. That he remembered. Yet in his current worthless state, she was the one protecting him. He didn’t care for that much, but until he cleared the fog from his brain and regained feeling in his limbs, there wasn’t much he could do about it.


    Rusty must’ve accepted Philip’s apology, for he gave a little whine, then stepped out of the way to allow Philip to enter.


    The room wasn’t warm yet, but standing in dry air felt like a gift from heaven. Philip dropped his saddlebags on the floor inside the door, then pulled off his hat. Water dripped from the brim to puddle at his feet as he pivoted to seek out a hook. After hanging his hat on a nail inside the door, he shuffled a few more steps into the room. The stove in the center of the space drew him forward with the promise of heat. A plank table with benches stood to his right, with two bunked beds along the wall to his left. Four chairs sat in a circle of sorts on the far side of the stove. Philip had started contemplating the merits of sitting in one when Letty swooped back inside.


    She’d removed her slicker to make a waterproof sling for the wood she’d collected. Releasing one edge of the slicker, she let the logs tumble onto the floor. She fed the stove a few of the smaller pieces, then shook the residual bark and dirt from the coat’s interior and put it back on.


    Without asking permission, she marched up to him and started undoing the buttons on his overcoat. “You’ve been wet long enough. Time to get rid of these things.”


    She peeled the slicker off, then tossed it over the back of one of the chairs. Next, she moved to the nearest bunk and stripped its blanket away. Followed by the sheet. She tossed the sheet into one chair, then, taking the blanket with her, grabbed a different chair, dragged it to the center of the room, and climbed atop it. Standing on her tiptoes, she draped the blanket over the crossbeam, creating a somewhat precarious screen.


    “I’m going to tend the animals and bring in the supplies. While I’m doing that, you need to remove every stitch of clothing you’re wearing.” Her face flamed as red as her hood, but she kept spouting orders. “Dry off as best you can with the sheet, then wrap up in the blanket. I’ll see if I can find any dry clothes that might have been left behind when I get back. Your job is to sit close to the stove and get warm. Got it?”


    Before he could figure how in the world he was supposed to respond, she turned, stepped around the blanket divider, and left him alone. The sound of her heels clomping against the wooden floor rang loudly in the room until the door closed and cut off all contact between them. A click of canine nails tickled his senses a moment before Rusty stuck his nose around the blanket wall. If wolves had eyebrows, Philip was certain Rusty was raising his.


    Philip reached for his suspenders as he locked gazes with his furry chaperone. “N-Not a w-word.”


    The acceleration of his pulse over the last minute must have cleared away a bit of the fog from his brain, for one staggering truth shone through. If anyone ever learned that he’d been locked away with the Radcliffe heiress without a stitch of clothing on, his job with the Pinkertons would be finished, and Letty’s reputation would be destroyed.
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    Letty leaned against the door she’d just closed and expelled a quiet groan. First she’d subjected him to unnecessary nestling, then she’d inflicted an unrequested kiss upon his person, and now she’d demanded he remove his clothing and wrap himself in bedding. It wouldn’t surprise her if he ran for the hills the moment he turned her over to her mother. Of course, he had to survive long enough to get them both to Houston, and judging by his odd behavior and his inability to generate body heat, his survival was anything but assured.


    Stiffening her spine, she pushed away from the door and strode out into the cold drizzle to collect the horses and lead them to the barn. She might not have much experience in being a friend, but she was pretty sure it didn’t entail sitting primly in a corner guarding her genteel sensibilities while someone she cared about suffered.


    Philip had plunged into that frigid river for her benefit. She wasn’t about to let him shiver himself to death.


    She hurried as much as possible, but tending three horses took time. Removing saddles, tack, and gear. Brushing them down. Ensuring they had enough food and water to see them through the afternoon and evening. Then she had to rummage through the supplies and gather up what needed to be taken to the bunkhouse, whether it be food and cooking utensils or blankets and clothes in need of a place to dry. She removed her slicker, bundled all the supplies inside, then set out for the bunkhouse, determined to act as if keeping company with a man dressed in nothing more than a blanket was not the slightest bit awkward.


    When she entered the bunkhouse, though, her gaze refused to search out the stove and the man she knew would be huddled in front of it. Letty focused instead on organizing the supplies on the small shelf set against the wall inside the door. A chill still clung to her damp clothes, hair, and skin, but a blessed hint of heat wafted in her direction from the center of the room. The stove was doing its job, thank the Lord.


    Letty unfastened her red cloak and hung the hood from the frame of the top bunk closest to her. She stretched the cape wide so it would dry faster, then steeled herself to face Philip. He sat in a chair in front of the stove with Rusty sprawled atop his bare feet. Instead of his blanket cocooning him as she’d expected, it merely draped loosely over his shoulders. Afraid she might embarrass them both, she dropped her gaze to Rusty until she noticed something dark blue brushing against the wolf’s fur. The blanket was pale gray. She traced the dark-blue trail upward a few inches before the truth sank into her brain.


    “You found some trousers.”


    Somehow the Lord had provided even that. Thank you.


    Philip nodded his head toward the second bunk without taking his arms from inside the blanket. “Found a s-storage box under the b-bed. Laid out some things f-for you.”


    Her gaze flew to his face. His eyes were still rather glassy, but a glimmer of the old Philip shone through in the familiar set of his jaw.


    “You’re w-wet too,” he said. “Don’t want you s-sick.”


    The poor man was still shivering. An urge to hug him tight until the shivers abated shot through her with such force, she took two steps toward him before logic caught up. In her soggy state, hugging him would make things worse, not better. He was right. She needed to dry off before she could tend to him.


    “Thank you for thinking of me. I’ll change after I finish hanging up our other wet things.”


    But first she intended to stoke the fire in the stove and put the soup on to heat. Grandmother had always plied Letty with hot tea laced with honey whenever she stayed out too long in the cold, insisting a person thawed twice as fast when they were warmed from the inside as well as the outside. The sooner Letty could get some hot broth into Philip, the better.


    As she crossed in front of Philip to open the firebox, he shifted in his chair. One side of the blanket started to slip off his shoulder. He snatched the edge with his right hand and pulled it back into place, but not before she noted two key pieces of information. His arm was bare, and the marks from Rusty’s bite weren’t his only injuries. An angry-looking red line slashed across the inside of his bicep. The man would have to be checked for other wounds. They couldn’t afford to let anything fester. The chill had taken a big enough toll on his body and mind already.


    Letty added a pair of medium-sized logs to the firebox, then shoved the door closed, both on the stove and on the fluttery anticipation twirling through her belly at the thought of giving Philip a thorough examination.


    For medicinal purposes only, she reminded herself sternly, though her belly didn’t seem to get the message, for the flutters kept . . . fluttering.


    Thankfully, work offered a much-needed distraction. Unpacking their cookware and utensils, getting the soup on and a pot of coffee going, finding places to hang every stitch of clothing they owned—she stayed so busy for the next twenty minutes, her mind concerned itself with little else beyond reminding her to stir the soup every two minutes so it wouldn’t scald on the overheated stove.


    By the time the coffee was ready, the rafters looked like a maze of clotheslines. Dangling trouser legs, shirt sleeves, skirt hems, stockings, and various undergarments littered the ceiling, forcing Letty to duck, twist, and contort whenever she needed something from the opposite side of the room. She’d secretly hoped to find something dry in her own clothing stores to avoid the trousers Philip had found, but the damp had permeated everything she owned.


    Checking on the coffee before she allowed herself to contemplate the idea of changing out of her wet clothes with a man in the room, she found it warm enough to serve without having to worry about Philip scalding himself if his trembling sloshed some over the brim. She poured the dark brew into a cup, the aroma filling the air and causing her stomach to growl softly as her appetite surfaced, pushing past all the tasks and concerns that had dominated her thoughts over the past hour or more.


    She turned to Philip, bent toward him, and placed the cup in his quivering hands. She cupped her fingers around his, making sure he had a solid grip.


    “S-smells good.” His eyes met hers. “Thank you.”


    Heat radiated through her that had nothing to do with the coffee steam tickling the underside of her chin and everything to do with his eyes. He’d never looked at her in such a way. With vulnerability and trust. As if he recognized that he not only needed her but wanted her as well. That wanting called to all the lonely places inside her, urging her to connect, to tie herself to this man and never let him go. Yet once they arrived in Houston, go was exactly what he’d do. He was a temporary travel companion. Perhaps even a friend. But she shouldn’t expect more. Imagining him as a permanent fixture in her life, especially one of a romantic nature, would guarantee heartbreak, and she’d had enough of that to last a lifetime. All the people she’d ever loved had either left her or sent her away. She couldn’t afford to get reckless with her heart now, just because the man looked at her as if she wore a halo. He’d been in a questionable mental state ever since she found him disrobing in the rain, after all. She had to be sensible for both of them right now.


    Letty blinked and ducked her head, breaking eye contact with Philip as she pulled her hands away from his.


    “Sip it slowly,” she instructed as she turned her back on him to give the soup a stir it probably didn’t need. “I once poured hot tea into a cold glass, and it shattered. Don’t want that to happen to your insides.”


    “Doubt I’m the shattering t-type.” Humor laced his words, and Letty smiled. Surely that was a sign that he was becoming more himself. “I’ll t-take it slow, though. Kinda enjoying just h-holding the cup.”


    Understandable. His fingers had felt like ice when she’d touched him.


    “Good. The soup will be ready by the time I change.”


    She hadn’t meant to look at him when she pivoted away from the stove. She’d thought to brush past without glancing at his face, thereby bypassing most of the awkwardness inherent in their situation, but when Philip started to tug the blanket from his shoulders, ignoring him became impossible.


    “You’re gonna need this,” he said as he shifted his coffee to one hand and opened the folds of the blanket, exposing a rather large section of his bare chest in the process.


    “No.” Letty lurched forward and pulled the blanket edges back together. “I’ll make do without it. This one’s keeping you warm. I can hang up one of our wet ones to dress behind. They need to dry anyway.”


    He seemed to accept her explanation and settled back into the chair. “Rusty and I will keep our eyes on the stove until you get back. Won’t we, boy?”


    Rusty lifted his head halfheartedly and gave a little whine before relaxing back into his doze. Philip looked up to Letty, his crooked grin sending her pulse skittering into an erratic dance. Slowly, his smile melted away into something much more intense. “You have my word, Letty. I’ll respect your privacy.”


    How was a girl supposed to guard her heart against such a man? Handsome, protective, honorable to the core.


    She placed a hand on his shoulder. “I know you will, Philip. I trust you.”


    Yet she still felt incredibly self-conscious as she peeled away her wet clothes. She’d positioned herself in a corner as far from the stove as possible for modesty’s sake, but she sincerely missed the heat. Gooseflesh rose on her skin as she rubbed herself dry with a scrap of towel she’d found on the supply shelf. The trousers Philip had laid out for her looked like they’d been taken from the rag bin. The fabric was threadbare, and both knees sported holes. But they were dry, so she pulled them on, feeling rather scandalous donning men’s attire. The too-loose waist would have been cause for concern had the fabric not pulled tightly over her hips. She’d not have to worry about them falling down. They might trip her, though. Bending down, she rolled up the cuffs a few inches on each leg until they brushed the top of her feet.


    Next came the shirt. A dark-blue chambray that some cowhand had worn until it had fallen apart on him. The right elbow consisted of nothing but threads and holes, the left armpit seam had been torn open, and the top button on the front placket was missing. But it was dry, and when she pulled it over her lightweight corset and chemise, it successfully covered her from collarbone to midthigh, so Letty thanked God for his provision and hurried back out to the stove to check on her soup.


    Philip made no comment on her attire, but she felt his gaze on her, and it brought a flush to her cheeks. How ridiculous she must look. Improper, ill-fitting clothing riddled with holes. It helped that he was equally ridiculous, his pant legs several inches too short with not even a rag-bin shirt to cover his torso.


    Because he’d saved the shirt for her. She nibbled on her lower lip as she carried the soup pot over to the plank table. Even half out of his head from cold, he’d still put her needs ahead of his own.


    Determined to follow his lead in that, Letty returned to his chair and took the empty coffee cup from his hand. “I’ll rinse this out and refill it with soup so you can stay by the stove.”


    “Join me.” He tipped his head toward the vacant chair she’d used as a step stool when hanging up their wet clothes.


    Still feeling self-conscious, she’d thought to sit at the table to eat. Give them both some privacy. But if he wanted company, she’d oblige him. It was the least she could do after all he’d done for her.


    Once she’d dished up the soup, Letty pulled a chair over to Philip’s side and snuck her toes under Rusty’s belly, careful not to wake her sleeping pet.


    Philip’s mind must have defrosted, for he started peppering her with questions about the woman who’d given them the soup. Did she live here alone? Did she have family close by? Did she know to keep their presence a secret? Had Letty told her their names?


    Considering she and the old woman had spoken for less than ten minutes in total, Letty had little information to offer, but she did her best to reassure Philip.


    “We didn’t exchange names,” she said as she lowered her cup to her lap and allowed the half-full vessel to warm her hands. “She mentioned that her husband died and that this bunkhouse hadn’t been used for several years, so I don’t think we need to worry about anyone showing up until tomorrow at the earliest. If you are recovered enough, we can leave first thing in the morning and likely miss any visitors.”


    “I’ll be recovered.” A muscle ticked in his jaw, making it clear that he’d not welcome a dissenting opinion.


    Letty lifted her soup back to her mouth to hide her smile. “Glad to hear it. Though we should probably tend those cuts and scrapes of yours just to be safe. Willpower can accomplish many things, but disinfecting a wound isn’t one of them.”


    His crooked smile made another appearance, and her pulse hiccupped right on cue. “You might have a point.”


    She raised a mocking brow. “Might?”


    They both chuckled softly, and for the first time in hours, the vise squeezing her heart began to ease. He was going to be all right. He wasn’t there yet. His hands still shook, his complexion was far too pale, and he kept leaning closer to the stove as if its heat hadn’t yet penetrated his skin, but his eyes had lost their glossy vacancy, and his humor had returned. Death’s grip had been loosened, and she aimed to break its hold altogether.


    Only trouble was, to do that, she was going to have to face a challenge nothing in her sheltered life had prepared her for—viewing a man’s bare chest with detached indifference.
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    Philip finished off his soup without tasting it. He couldn’t spare any attention for something as mundane as flavor with the promise of Letty’s nursing siphoning every ounce of imagination his sluggish mind could generate.


    One would expect her masculine attire to dim her femininity, but the opposite proved true. The coarse work clothes highlighted the delicacy of her features. Her slender neck stretched upward from the overlarge collar, and damp tendrils of hair curled at her nape and around her face in a way no cowboy would tolerate. Dainty wrists and hands contrasted with wide rolled cuffs, and the bare feet peeking out from the legs of her trousers made him want to sweep her off the floor and into his lap so she wouldn’t have to dirty her feet waiting on him. Not that he possessed the strength to sweep a woman anywhere in his current condition. A shame, that. Having her close enough to hold would surely warm his blood faster than the miserly stove in front of him. Old Ironsides was a stingy fellow when it came to distributing heat.


    Philip placed his empty cup on the floor and held his hands out toward the stove. His fingertips recognized the higher temperature, but he couldn’t seem to draw any of it into his body. At least not enough to drive the chill from his bones. Yet. That would change in time. Hopefully. He just had to be patient. A virtue easier to master while surveilling an outlaw gang than while watching the woman he was supposed to protect take the lead and protect him instead. It pricked his pride and boosted his admiration at the same time.


    She didn’t back down from a challenge, that was for sure. Didn’t let a little awkwardness keep her from doing what needed to be done, either. Once she claimed her inheritance, Scarlett Radcliffe would be one of the wealthiest women in Texas, yet here she stood dressed in trousers sporting holes in the knees and a rag-bin shirt probably last worn by a sweaty, middle-aged cowhand. And she was humming. A cheerful, bouncy tune that infused the room with hope. That infused him with hope. His physical body desperately craved heat, yet the natural warmth Letty exuded had him craving her even more. A craving he suspected wouldn’t end once his body temperature returned to normal. He’d met her barely a week ago, and he was already half in love with her.


    Letty found the medical kit among the supplies and turned to face him. A smile bloomed across her face along with a pretty pink blush when she caught him watching her. She dipped her chin in that shy way of hers but marched forward with purpose radiating through her stride. The nearer she came, the harder his pulse pounded.


    He was no doctor, but he could decipher the symptoms. His estimate of being half in love with her had been far too low.


    She sidled up close to his chair, and he straightened his posture in response. He wished he wasn’t trembling like an undersized boy cornered by the school bully, but some things couldn’t be helped.


    Her forehead furrowed as she took his measure. She set the medical kit down in the chair she had vacated, scooted the chair backward a few feet, then stepped into the resulting space.


    “Can you stand?” She reached for his arm as if ready to steady him if he couldn’t manage on his own.


    Philip set his jaw. He wasn’t that far gone. “Yes.”


    He wasn’t sure why she wanted him on his feet, but at this point, proving he wasn’t a complete invalid seemed more important than understanding her rationale. Ignoring her proffered hand, he gripped the chair arms and levered himself up to his full height.


    His legs shook as he straightened, but they held. The blanket, on the other hand, slid right off his shoulders to pool atop his chair.


    Letty’s indrawn breath echoed loudly in the quiet room, and Philip was sure he would have blushed had he had any warm blood available in his face or extremities.


    Apparently, his brain was still operating at reduced capacity. Why else would it not have occurred to him to clasp the blanket before standing in the presence of a lady? Especially one who’d been completely sheltered from menfolk. His sister might have witnessed him and his father strip to the waist to wash at the pump after a long day in the fields, but Letty had practically been raised in a convent, isolated as she had been with only her grandmother for company. He’d likely shocked her speechless.


    “Sorry,” he muttered as he turned to retrieve the blanket.


    She grabbed his hand. “No. Wait. I, uh, need to see where you’re injured.”


    Unlike his bloodless face, hers glowed like hot embers, yet her eyes glittered with a determination he appreciated. The woman might have grown up sheltered, but she was no hothouse flower. Her inner strength and practical nature stood ready to rise to any challenge. Including facing a half-naked man with gumption and kindness.


    Philip straightened and did his best imitation of a statue while aiming his gaze over her head, an easy-enough task since the top of her head barely reached his chin.


    He knew what she’d find during her inspection. Scrapes along his belly where he’d pulled himself out of the river and up onto the log. A slash down his bicep where a branch had jabbed him during his struggle with Rusty. A random smattering of claw marks where Rusty’s panicked scrambling had met his chest instead of the log. Everything was superficial. Including the teeth marks on his forearm. The ones that still shamed him. He’d practically attacked Letty in his delirium. Part of him wished the wolf’s teeth had driven deeper into his flesh. They’d barely broken the skin. As if Rusty had bitten more to bring Philip to his senses than to punish. The wolf had responded to Letty’s mercy—a mercy Philip hadn’t deserved, yet one that had been given without hesitation. A gift he’d do all in his power to keep her from regretting.


    “I can clean these up myself,” he offered. The cut on his bicep was the only one that had bled significantly, but he was pretty sure it didn’t need stitches.


    “But you won’t. I’m going to do it.” She had her bossy-britches voice turned back on.


    Philip grinned. If she wanted to play nurse, who was he to argue? The way his hands shook, he’d probably spill half of their tincture of iodine anyway.


    “You endured so much to save Rusty,” she said in a softer tone. “I’m so sorry.”


    Her palm curved around his side, and the unexpected touch so startled Philip, every muscle from his abdomen to his sternum tightened. Her light, tender touch spawned a violent reaction inside him. His heart pummeled the wall of his chest with what felt like a dozen sledgehammers.


    Suddenly unsteady, Philip pulled his feet out from under Rusty’s belly and widened his stance to keep from teetering. Cool air hit his feet and ankles as he pivoted to face her, sending a particularly large shiver coursing over him.


    Her hand slid away from his skin. “We really need to do something about those shivers.”


    Busy as he was trying to get his pulse under control, he paid little attention to her as she stretched around him to retrieve a blanket he no longer wanted. Who wanted a blanket when he could have her hands on his skin? Her touch did more to heat his blood than an entire stack of quilts. Wrangling his thoughts and desires, he stood still as she wrapped the blanket around his shoulders and tugged the opening closed beneath his chin. Just like a mother would do for a child. Not exactly the way he wanted her to perceive him. But then she stepped close and surrounded him with her arms. The side of her face pressed against his blanket-clad chest as she rubbed her arms up and down, her palms circling and creating a deliciously warm friction over his arms and back.


    But, oh, how he wanted to hold her. To stretch wide arms currently trapped by her generosity, to open the blanket and welcome her inside. To snuggle her close until they both became so heated that the blanket was no longer needed.


    She kept up her ministrations for a couple of minutes, her motions slowing as her arms tired, becoming more of a soothing rub than a frantic friction conductor. Philip’s eyes slid closed as he leaned against her and enjoyed each and every stroke. For the first time since the river, Philip felt his circulation begin to revive.


    Eventually her motions stopped, and she squeezed his upper arms. Philip reluctantly opened his eyes and straightened. Glancing down, he caught a shy and utterly captivating smile stretch across her face.


    “That’s better,” she said before dipping her chin and taking a step back to retrieve the medical kit.


    Better seemed far too tame a description. Like calling a wild mustang a pony.


    Letty picked up the medical kit and pried open the lid. “All right. Let’s take care of these scrapes, shall we?”


    She tended to him with gentle persistence, scrubbing what needed to be scrubbed yet exerting great care to cause him the least discomfort possible. Not that the discomfort bothered him all that much. The iodine stung, and it didn’t feel great when Letty cleaned away the dried blood from the gouge on his arm, exposing the raw places underneath, but even that couldn’t dim the pleasure of having her fingers roam over his skin.


    He was falling hard for this woman, and if he read her blushes and darting glances correctly, she might just be falling for him, too. The situation would be perfect if she were truly Letty Hood, small-town country girl who loved wolves and unrealistic fairy stories. He could craft a life with that woman. Leave the Pinkertons, buy some land, and build a house that they could fill with a passel of kids.


    But Letty Hood didn’t exist. She was just a temporary persona created to protect the woman beneath the disguise—Scarlett Radcliffe. A woman destined to live a life of privilege and responsibility. Heir to the Radcliffe fortune. Expected to take her place at her mother’s side, running businesses and charities and socializing with the cream of society. Letty might be a free spirit and a country girl at heart, but she was also loyal, dedicated, and driven by duty. She’d not turn her back on family, and frankly, he wouldn’t want her to. She and her mother had been separated long enough. They deserved to rediscover each other and establish the kind of bond he enjoyed with his parents, even if that meant he had to step aside.


    Becoming a Radcliffe would change her. Just like becoming a Pinkerton had changed him. He was still the same person at his core, he carried the same values and faith, but he’d been shaped by his experiences, just as she would be shaped by hers. He could visit the family farm, do the old chores, and resume the old routine, but it didn’t fit him the way it used to. He soon grew discontent and began looking to the horizon. If he and Letty were to have any kind of future, she’d have to fit with him not only as the Letty he knew now but as the Scarlett she would become. And his track record of fitting in with people of the Radcliffes’ ilk didn’t hold out a lot of hope for the happily-ever-after Letty warranted.


    “There.” Her voice brought him out of his rather depressing cogitations.


    A tightness banded his arm. He glanced down and found the bandage she’d fastened around his bicep. Her hand lingered on his arm, sending an awareness shooting through him that dared him to believe they could overcome whatever obstacles stood in the way of their being together.


    Philip’s gut hardened. He was an investigator. One who sought facts, not a lackey who jumped to conclusions. He couldn’t know for sure how well he’d fit with Scarlett until she emerged. Only a coward would fail to follow the trail just because the chances of getting hurt outnumbered the chances of finding what he sought.


    Feeling as quaky on the inside as he’d been on the outside for the last several hours, Philip steeled himself to embark on what could be the most important case of his career. He lifted his gaze to peer into her face and made a silent vow. He’d not be a coward. He’d see where the trail led and gather the evidence he needed to make an informed decision. It would take time, patience, and more self-control than any case he’d worked before, but his gut told him she was worth the effort.


    “Thank you, Letty.” He raised his left hand and ran the backs of his fingers over her cheek in a soft caress.


    Her lashes curtained her eyes, but she didn’t move away from his touch.


    “I haven’t been thinking too clearly of late,” he admitted, “but now that my wits are returning, there are a few things that have become clear.”


    Slowly her lashes lifted to reveal the prettiest pair of hazel eyes he’d likely ever see.


    “You are a remarkable woman.” He ran his palm over her shoulder and down her arm until he covered her hand with his. He twined his fingers through hers, and her breath hitched. His chest tightened in response. “You’re selfless and brave, putting the needs of others ahead of your own, even when ordered not to.” He smiled to let her know he was teasing and not scolding, just in case she had any doubts. “You’re strong and intelligent and as tenderhearted as you are stubborn.”


    Her eyes had widened with each compliment, and Philip worried he’d said too much too soon. His gaze slid to her mouth, and the urge to close the distance between them and press his lips to hers grew so intense, he nearly surrendered. But he was still on duty, and he’d not do anything to dishonor her or himself. Reeling in his emotions, he slid his fingers away from hers and lowered himself back onto the chair.


    “I don’t think I would have survived the day without you.”


    Her gaze followed him, seizing his attention and making it impossible to look away. “I’m glad you did,” she said, her voice slightly husky. “I care about you, Philip. I don’t want any harm to come to you, especially on my account.”


    “I’ll do whatever it takes to protect you, Letty. Without hesitation or regret.”


    “I know.” She dipped her chin, and his chest immediately ached at the loss of her gaze. “That’s what worries me.”
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    The rain stopped by early evening, making it easier for Letty to fetch wood and check on the horses. Philip and Rusty had both napped for the past two hours after she’d dragged one of the thin ticks from a bunk and laid it close to the stove. Philip hadn’t wanted to lie down, mumbling some nonsense about being on duty, but when she caught him nodding off in his chair for the third time, she’d insisted.


    Letty grinned as she pulled a log from the woodpile to join the growing stack in her arms. Rusty had snuggled up beside Philip as he slept, and Philip had welcomed her pet, even scooting over on the mattress to give the wolf a share of the padding. Her two brave protectors. Friends at last.


    She probably should have taken some time to rest herself, but her mind was too full to sleep. The well-being of their little group rested on her shoulders now, and she intended to ensure they not only survived but thrived. The responsibility weighed heavily on her, but she didn’t regret taking it on for even a moment. In a way, it actually invigorated her. Gave her a sense of purpose she’d never really experienced before. She knew the weight of duty and expectations and the dread they brought, but this was different. This felt more like an honor. A calling.


    Letty’s hand stilled a few inches short of the next log in the pile. Was this how her mother felt toward her employees? Like they depended on her to protect them from harm and enable them to flourish? The weight of one man and a wolf tugged heavily on Letty’s heart. How much greater must that weight be with the welfare of dozens or even hundreds of lives hanging in the balance?


    Her outstretched fingers trembled. I didn’t understand, Mama. How could she when she’d never been responsible for anyone but herself?


    For years, she’d felt betrayed by her mother’s choice, despite Grandmother’s explanations that her mother hadn’t just stayed for her employees, she’d stayed to protect Letty. To frustrate Uncle Drake’s schemes and stay apprised of any progress he might make in his hunt for her. Letty had only understood the hurt of being sent away.


    A small part of her had believed her mother valued her employees and her desire for social reform above having a relationship with her daughter. Only now could Letty see the impossibility of the choice her mother had been forced to make. No matter what she decided, someone depending on her would suffer. She could leave her daughter in the care of a loving grandmother who would cherish and protect her, or she could leave dozens of employees in the hands of a man who would abuse their loyalty and steal bread from their tables. And what of her husband’s legacy? He and Mama had stood for something important, had built something that could impact labor policies across the state or even across the nation. Policies that could reach into the future and protect thousands of children. That wasn’t something to be taken lightly.


    Her mother had made the best choice she could in an untenable situation. It was time to let go of a child’s hurt and make room for a woman’s understanding.


    As her mind settled, so did her hand. She grabbed the last piece of wood and headed back to the bunkhouse, dodging as many puddles as she could manage. Her shoes were still damp, and she didn’t want to restart the drying process from the beginning.


    Letty opened the door as quietly as she could so as not to disturb the nappers, but when her gaze skimmed over the mattress, she found Philip’s sleep-heavy eyes staring at her. Her breath caught, and for a heartbeat, she forgot what she was doing. Then his lids drooped shut again, and reality returned. Goodness. She really should be used to his gaze by now. Only, his gaze had changed. The guardedness had dissolved in the rain, it seemed. When he looked at her now, she saw things that had been hidden before. Vulnerabilities. Emotions. Desires.


    She nibbled her lower lip as she clicked the door shut and crossed to the stove, recalling the way he’d looked at her after she’d bandaged his arm. He’d wanted to kiss her. She’d recognized the truth the moment his gaze caressed her mouth. She hadn’t known what to do, so she’d done nothing. Just waited, her nerves tingling. The air between them had crackled with possibilities, and a longing built in her belly. She’d wanted him to kiss her. To prove that he saw her not as a duty but as a woman. A woman he could love. For that’s how she saw him. As a man she could love. A man she did love.


    Letty quirked a grin as she quietly placed the wood into the box next to the stove. She really should have admired Philip’s restraint when he’d pulled back without touching his lips to hers, but what she’d felt instead had been a mixture of disappointment and embarrassment. So she’d busied herself with tending Rusty’s scrapes while doing her best not to look Philip in the eye. She’d thought she’d regained her equilibrium while he’d been napping, but the moment his gaze met hers, all those feelings came rushing right back to the surface.


    Ordering herself to put her mind back where it belonged, like listing the ingredients she needed to cook up some fry bread to go with their second helping of chicken soup, she pulled off her damp shoes and left them close to the stove next to Philip’s boots. Hopefully they would finish drying overnight. She lingered by the stove a few minutes, wiggling her toes and holding her hands out to absorb as much heat as possible before she hunted up a lantern. The bunkhouse had warmed considerably over the last few hours, but the building had sat vacant long enough to fall into disrepair. Wind and cold seeped through numerous cracks, making the floorboards rather chilly against her bare feet. What she wouldn’t give for a dry pair of stockings.


    “Come over here.” Philip’s sleep-roughened voice brought her head around. He adjusted his blanket to keep his chest covered and pushed into a sitting position. “The bedding’s warm. It’ll take the chill off your toes.” He patted the mattress, and she couldn’t help but notice the impression of his sleeping form that had been left behind in the tick.


    “I’m sorry I woke you.”


    “Don’t be,” he grumbled as he waved her over. “If I’d slept any longer, I woulda been up all night. Now get those feet over here before all the heat Rusty and I worked so hard to generate escapes.” He aimed a scowl in her direction that got her feet moving.


    Rusty lifted his head and shot her a remarkably similar look.


    Letty held her hands up in surrender. “All right, all right.” She chuckled. “I’m coming.”


    She stepped onto the middle of the tick, and a lovely warmth radiated through her soles. Then Philip covered the tops of her feet with the edge of his blanket and rubbed her toes until he’d thoroughly driven away the cold.


    Her heart turned a flip at the sight of this man bending over her feet and warming them with such care. Such a humble gift, filled with tenderness. Never had she felt so . . . cherished.


    “Thank you.” The words came out more as a reverent whisper than the statement of gratitude she had intended.


    He made no response, just pushed to his feet to stand before her.


    “Hands.” It was an order, not a request.


    She complied, holding her hands out in front of her. He took them in his, and the first thing she noticed was the heat radiating from his skin.


    Her gaze flew to his face. “You’re warm.”


    He rolled his eyes before settling his gaze on hers, his mouth twisting into a self-deprecating grin. “Only took half a day, but, yeah, I finally thawed out.”


    “Oh, Philip. That’s wonderful!” She tugged her hands free of his hold, bounced up onto her tiptoes, and hugged his neck.


    His arms came around her, forming a toasty cocoon as she found herself encapsulated inside his blanket, her front pressed to his chest as he held her close. Never had anything felt so wonderful. She wanted to linger, to savor the warmth and feel of him, but Rusty’s head bumping against her leg jostled her conscience. She really needed to quit foisting unrequested affection on her poor escort.


    Loosening her hold on his neck, she slowly dropped her heels back to the mattress and eased away from his cozy embrace.


    “I’m, uh, going to light a lantern and get supper started.”


    He made no reply, but she felt his gaze follow her as she backed off the mattress and escaped to the table where the supplies waited.


    ****


    It took a minute for Philip to recover from the boulder-sized impact Letty had made on his heart when she’d nestled up against him so sweetly. He pulled the blanket closed around his chest as he watched her cross the room to the supplies piled on the table. Philip bit the inside of his cheek as his pulse throbbed in his veins. How had she burrowed into his heart so deeply after such a short acquaintance? Like a bullet ricocheting off a metal sign and diverting to a new target, the trajectory of his life had taken a sharp, completely unanticipated turn. He’d become addicted to her uninhibited, spontaneous displays of affection. Her smile. Her laugh. Even the way she smelled. He admired her grit, her loyalty, and her kindness, but it was her affection that dismantled every argument that tried to convince him that the two of them would never work.


    Philip forced his gaze away from her and bent down to rub Rusty’s head. “I’m in trouble, boy.”


    He couldn’t court her while on duty, yet after his duty ended, their paths would diverge. What if her mother had a suitor already chosen for her? Even if she didn’t, shouldn’t Letty be given the chance to explore other options? Philip was the first man she’d ever spent any time with. If Wendell or Harper had been assigned to her case, she might have developed similar feelings for one of them. His jaw clenched at the thought.


    Was proximity and gratitude all that fueled her interest? His gut told him no. That what he and Letty shared was special. Rare, even. Heaven knew he’d never felt anything like it before. But how could she know with any degree of certainty that he was the right man for her if she had no one to compare him to? She was young. Inexperienced with men. He needed to give her time and space to figure out what she wanted without removing himself completely from the equation.


    Of course, they both had to be alive, or the question became moot.


    Philip frowned as he approached the stove and fed a few more logs into the firebox. Time to get his head and body back into the game. Tomorrow they’d set out at first light and cover as much ground as possible. The faster they got to Houston, the faster they could deal with Drake Radcliffe and erase the threat hanging over Letty’s head.


    Yet every mile that brought them closer to their destination also brought them closer to the men hired to ensure that Letty never arrived.


    Philip straightened and let his gaze fall on the auburn-haired beauty who’d stolen his heart. Resolve tightened his chest.


    She’d told him at the outset that she didn’t need someone to slay her dragons but a warrior to guard her back. He’d guard her frontward, backward, and sideways, whatever she needed. And he’d not be leaving her on her mother’s doorstep and running off to the next job, either. Dragons didn’t go down easily, and he intended to stay by her side until the one stalking her had been defanged, declawed, and detained in a dungeon so impenetrable, she need never fear him again.
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    Letty awoke to a kiss the next morning, only it wasn’t the kiss she’d been dreaming of most of the night. Eyes squinting, she reached for the furry head she knew would be on the other end of the tongue that licked her face.


    “All right, all right,” she whispered as she pushed back the blanket and sat up on her bunk. “I’m up.”


    Rusty laid his head across her lap, as if giving her a quick morning hug, then dashed off for the door before turning a plaintive look over his shoulder, urging her to hurry.


    Letty bit back a sleepy grin, then padded over to the door to let him out. “Stay close,” she warned as she unlatched the door. “We’ll be leaving soon.”


    He gave no indication that he heard, just wriggled through the opening as soon as he could fit his head through and ran off into the gray dimness of predawn. She stood in the doorway, watching him run. He barely limped at all. Letty’s heart beat out a prayer of gratitude that the extra rest had restored the health of both her protectors.


    “How’re things looking out there?” Philip’s low voice wrapped around her like a fleece blanket.


    Letty closed the door and turned to find her Pinkerton sitting on the edge of his own bunk, a yawn stretching his mouth as he rubbed a hand over his head. Not that he had any tousled locks to smooth. He wore his hair the length of a shorn sheep. Vastly different from the images in her storybooks of medieval princes with flowing manes reaching to their shoulders. She used to wonder what it would feel like to run her fingers through such a man’s hair, but the idea no longer held the same appeal. The clean-cut masculinity of the man before her put those romanticized storybook men to shame.


    He finished his yawn and looked at her expectantly, reminding her that he had asked a question.


    “There’s definitely a morning nip in the air but no rain. Should be a good day for traveling.” As she ducked around a pair of hanging trousers on her way to the stove, she tested the fabric between her thumb and fingers of one hand while clasping the toe of a nearby woolen sock with her other. “Feels like things have dried out in here, too.” She aimed a smile in Philip’s direction. “No need to keep wearing our rag-bin fashion.”


    The answering smile he sent her moved through her insides like drizzled honey. “Glad to hear it. I’m pretty sure Steele would refuse to be seen with me if I showed up in pants that failed to cover my boot tops. He has his reputation as a dashing steed to consider, after all.”


    Letty chuckled, then sucked in a breath when Philip rose from his bunk and moved to collect his shirt from where it hung a few feet away. Goodness, but the man was a feast for the eyes. Even with too-short pants and dozens of scrapes and bruises marring his chest. Her heart panged at the sight of the purple-and-green discoloration that had risen to the surface overnight, though. Visible proof that his injuries were more than mere abrasions.


    She hugged her middle in sympathy. “Are you terribly sore this morning?”


    He pulled his shirt down from where it hung, then glanced at the bruises coloring his abdomen and ribs. His shoulders offered a small shrug before he slid the shirt over his head and pushed his arms through the sleeves. The lines around his mouth tightened slightly when he worked his bandaged arm through the opening, but he made no sound of distress.


    “Not any worse than yesterday.” He reached for the buttons that began midway up his chest and started doing them up. “I’ll be good as new in a day or two.”


    He grabbed a pair of socks and his boots, then took a seat by the stove and dressed his feet while Letty retrieved her own armful of clothing.


    “I’m gonna go check on the horses.” Philip slapped his palms against his thighs, rose, and strode for the door. He snagged a pair of newly dried trousers from the rafters as he went and flung them over his shoulder. “I’ll take my time.” His gaze found hers, and she had no doubt of his meaning.


    He’d finish dressing in the barn, affording her the privacy to change without him in the bunkhouse.


    “I’ll get the coffee on and start some oatmeal.”


    He pulled his hat from the nail by the door and fit it to his head, taking a moment to dip his chin and finger the brim in a gentlemanly salute.


    The moment the door clicked closed behind him, Letty darted behind one of the blankets she’d hung up to dry and changed out of her borrowed gear, feeling more herself with each layer of clothing she donned. Once dressed, she filled the coffeepot with water and set it on the stove to boil, then strolled around the bunkhouse, retrieving all their clothes and bedding. With each item that she folded and put away, a piece of the trauma from the past day disappeared until all that remained was the routine of packing up camp.


    Thankfully, the food had been waterproofed better than their clothes since it had ridden on the packhorse beneath an oilskin tarp. She’d been able to salvage more than half of the remaining oats and flour. If they rationed a bit, it should last until they reached Houston.


    After breakfast, Letty washed and dried the soup jar and placed a few dollars and a note of thanks inside. While Philip loaded the packhorse, she approached the house with her offering. The sky had lightened with the arrival of dawn, though the trees surrounding the property hid her view of the sun. The dog under the widow’s porch didn’t bark at her this time. He just came out to give her a sniff, then escorted her up to the front door.


    Letty set the jar down and backed away, reaching a hand down to pet the dog as she went. “Your mistress is a kind lady. Take good care of her, you hear?”


    The hound rubbed up against Letty’s leg, then moved back to stand guard in front of the door.


    Letty smiled. “Good boy.”


    She descended the steps to the yard and crossed to where Philip was leading the horses out of the barn. Pausing, she twisted to glance over her shoulder.


    Thank you, Lord, for leading me here. For providing the shelter we so desperately needed. Please bless the mistress of this house. Shower her with loving care and abundant goodness in return for the kindness she extended to a pair of strangers. May I be as willing to open my heart and home to those in need should the occasion ever arise.


    Something resonated in her spirit as the last words of her prayer shaped within her mind. Letty stared at the house, searching for a meaning that eluded her. What was God trying to tell her? Clarity refused to come, but the moment carried the heft of significance. As if God had planted a seed in her soul. One she wouldn’t recognize until it sprouted.


    Trusting him to make things clear when the time was right, she turned her attention back to the moment at hand and crossed the yard to take Shadow’s reins. Rusty trotted around the side of the barn, looking pleased with himself. Must’ve found a nice fat rabbit to feast on. Letty grinned. Her wolf had never developed a taste for oatmeal.


    Philip came alongside her and offered her a leg up. Once in the saddle, she took a long look at the bunkhouse. Such a humble, weather-beaten building, yet it would hold a place of honor in her memory. For it was the building that saved the life of the man she loved.


    Hearing saddle leather creak, she turned to smile at Philip as he settled onto Steele’s back. Restored health radiated from him, but it was the tenderness in his eyes when they met hers that arrested her attention.


    “Ready?”


    She held his gaze. She was ready. Ready to forge a path through life with him by her side. But that wasn’t the question he was asking. Not yet, anyway. So she tucked her declarations away for another time, praying she’d get the opportunity to use them someday, and offered him a cheery nod as she leaned forward to pat her mare’s neck.


    “Ready.”


    ****


    The next four days passed more quickly than Philip would have wished. Strange how emotions affected time. At the outset of this endeavor, when the journey had just been a job, the days seemed to crawl, but now that each moment represented a precious gift to spend getting to know the remarkable woman who rode at his side, time slid through his fingers with terrifying quickness.


    They’d reach her mother’s house in two days. Two days filled with constant vigilance and very little conversation, for the closer they came to Houston, the less room there was to hide. Cities and towns multiplied as open spaces shrank. Rail lines crisscrossed the countryside like tree branches, growing denser as they neared the source.


    Ever since their group crossed the Trinity—thankfully with no one taking a swim this time—Letty had worn her hood. The cloak helped keep her warm as the temperatures cooled, but it was the anonymity the hood afforded that motivated the fashion choice. Philip had spotted three or four riders during their travels over the last day and a half. Likely men out hunting or rounding up stock, but he wasn’t taking any chances. Not with Letty.


    Philip checked the pinkening sky and made the decision to call a halt. He steered his mount off the game trail they’d been following and headed for a small grassy area a short distance away that would make for a soft place to sleep.


    “We’ll make camp here.”


    “All right.”


    Her voice sounded weary, but when he turned to look at her more fully, she smiled as if she’d been sleeping on feather mattresses for the last two weeks instead of hard ground. He smiled in return, adding a bit of apology to his gaze. He’d pushed her hard today. Pushed them all hard. Eking out an extra five miles to bring them just north of the small town of Cleveland, Texas. Tomorrow they’d cross the rails and travel to Huffman, then from there, Houston.


    A soft hum echoed behind him as he plodded toward the campsite. He recognized the melody. A hymn, “Peace, Perfect Peace.” Why was he not surprised? Philip grinned to himself. Bone tired and drooping, yet she didn’t voice a complaint. No, she hummed a hymn that promised rest.


    What a joy it would be to spend one’s life with a woman who handled adversity with a smile and a positive outlook. Not a childish belief that no trouble would come, but a deep faith that remained steady in the storm, trusting the unseen to be more powerful than the seen. A woman who would believe the best of him and inspire him to live up to her expectations. Until this moment, he hadn’t realized he’d been looking for such qualities in a wife, but now that he’d found them, he’d not be satisfied with less.


    They worked together to set up camp, so used to the routine by now that words weren’t necessary. Even the animals knew what to do. Rusty took off on his evening hunt, while the horses placidly nibbled grass, enjoying the freedom from packs and saddles.


    By the time the sun set, camp had been prepped, coffee made, and plates brimmed with fried salt pork and golden-brown biscuits. No longer imposing a distance between them that neither wanted, Philip lowered himself to the ground next to Letty and leaned his back against the saddle behind him as he stretched his boots toward the fire.


    She spoke of her grandmother. He spoke of his sister. Neither spoke of what would happen in Houston.


    He got up to refill both their tin cups, and when he handed Letty her second helping of coffee, she peered up at him, a question in her eyes.


    “Do you expect to keep working for the Pinkertons indefinitely?”


    Philip blinked as his pulse picked up speed. It was the first time they’d spoken of the future. He took a deliberate breath before lowering himself back to the ground at her side.


    “I doubt it.” Admitting it sounded strange to his ears. The thought had lived only in his mind up until now. “I enjoy helping people, but spending so much of my time among criminals, liars, and blackmailers has begun to sour my outlook on humanity.”


    She set her plate aside and twisted to face him. “You’ve been trained to be suspicious, to ferret out wickedness by thinking like the very criminals you are trying to catch. I can see how it might be hard to believe the best of people in those circumstances.”


    He met her eyes. “Not as hard as it used to be.”


    Her cheeks pinkened, and her lashes lowered, assuring him that she’d picked up on his meaning. Taking pity on her, he shifted his gaze to his coffee cup and took a sip.


    “If you weren’t a Pinkerton, what would you do?”


    Such a simple question, but the answer couldn’t be more complicated.


    “I’m not sure. I don’t think I’m cut out for farming like my folks. Maybe ranching or law enforcement in a sleepy little town somewhere. I still feel drawn to protecting people, but I’m tired of living out of hotels and the back rooms of saloons.”


    Letty’s expectant gaze cut through his doubts, compelling him to open himself in a way he hadn’t even done with his family.


    “I do have one idea. Though it might sound a bit farfetched.”


    An encouraging smile bloomed across her face as she leaned closer. “I love farfetched ideas.”


    He grinned. How could he not? She made the impossible seem possible.


    “Well, it occurred to me that one way to curb the number of criminals running amok in this world is to find them when they’re young, before the world has hardened them completely. Many boys turn to crime out of desperation. They end up on the streets. Hungry. Alone. They steal to survive and often fall in with thievery rings who use and abuse them in exchange for a few crusts of bread and a place to sleep. If I could provide an alternative, maybe those boys would choose a different path.”


    His words picked up speed as the picture he’d been refining over the past two years unrolled in his mind like a detailed blueprint. “I’d like to build a big house somewhere with lots of land for them to run around on. I’d give them a safe, stable place to live away from the city. Three meals a day. Routine. Education. Discipline tempered with respect.”


    “And love. Children need lots of love. Especially those who’ve been treated poorly.”


    “Agreed.” How easily he could picture her lavishing love on a houseful of troubled boys. Seeing the best in them. Dissolving their cynicism and winning their hearts. Much like she’d done with him.


    “It’s a wonderful idea,” Letty proclaimed, her eyes alight. “I remember how you bonded with Calvin and Dennis. They could sense what kind of man you were. Ready to take charge, capable, and trustworthy. Yet it was your kindness and genuine concern that won their loyalty.” She glanced down at her lap, her voice softening. “Just like it won mine.”


    Philip’s breathing hitched, and his pulse took off like Rusty chasing a rabbit. Man, but he wanted to take her hand in his, tug her close, cup her face, and stroke her cheek. His mouth longed to capture hers and discover if the sparks crackling in his chest would finally explode.


    Tearing his gaze away from her face, he forced his attention into the trees as he tried to regulate his pulse. Rein it in, big guy. Now’s not the time.


    Something tickled his vision to his right, sharpening his senses. He turned. Scanned the trees. Nothing caught his eye, yet he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off. Gut tightening, he searched for something out of place, but the growing darkness cast shadows, making it hard to decipher details.


    His gaze tripped over a tree branch sticking out at an odd angle. Different from the other branches surrounding it. It didn’t sway with the breeze. As Philip stared, the campfire popped, shooting sparks into the sky. A reflection glinted off metal.


    Not a branch—a rifle!


    “Get down!”
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    A gunshot split the air at the same moment that Philip’s large frame crashed into Letty and pinned her to the ground. Breath whooshed from her lungs.


    What was happening?


    “Stay down.” Philip’s command held her to the ground even as he lifted his body away from hers to draw his revolver.


    He crouched over her, shielding her with his body as he shot into the trees. A rustling sounded from the opposite direction. Was there a second shooter?


    “Philip, behind you!”


    He pivoted, gun raised.


    Rusty raced out of the trees. Letty gasped, and Philip jerked the barrel of his revolver toward the sky.


    He leapt to his feet and pointed at the wolf. “Stay with her!”


    Without giving her a chance to argue, he ran into the night.


    “Philip!” She pushed to a sitting position and trained her gaze on his back as he disappeared into the woods in pursuit of their attacker.


    Lord, protect him!


    The darkness hid the villain. She prayed it would hide Philip, too. A shot echoed from somewhere in the trees. Letty flinched. Then a volley of three shots in quick succession answered. A whimper tore from her throat.


    Rusty planted himself in front of her, legs spread, teeth bared as he faced the direction of the gunfire. Letty unsheathed her knife and listened to the night. Running footsteps echoed faintly from a distance, but the woods eventually swallowed the sound. She prayed those had been Philip’s steps, indicating he was alive and not riddled with bullet holes.


    Please, God.


    Letty pulled her feet under her and crouched behind Rusty, listening for any clue that might tell her what was happening. The horses shuffled and snorted behind her, spooked by the gunfire. She didn’t blame them. It had spooked her, too.


    Hearing no immediate threat, Letty sheathed her knife and rose to her feet. Philip had told her what to do if they were ever assaulted at their campsite. Pack up and remove all evidence of their presence so that anyone who came after wouldn’t be able to track them. Rusty shadowed her as she snatched up the fallen dinner dishes and doused the fire with leftover coffee. Her hands trembled as she rolled up bedrolls and fastened straps, making her stumble over simple tasks.


    She stumbled over rocks, too, kicking the fire ring more than once as she scurried around the darkened campsite. As her eyes adjusted to the growing darkness and her panic calmed from a heart-throbbing terror to the slightly less debilitating state of skin-tingling alarm, her movements steadied, allowing her to get the supplies loaded onto the packhorse without dropping the dutch oven more than twice.


    Next came saddling the horses. Philip had been spoiling her by taking care of this chore since they began their journey, but she’d been saddling Shadow for years and had no trouble getting her mare ready to ride. Steele proved trickier. Philip’s beautiful gray gelding stood at least a full hand taller than Shadow, increasing the difficulty. Thankfully, he was a well-trained mount and patiently endured her fumbling attempts to swing Philip’s saddle onto his back. Changing her grip on the saddle, she heaved it a third time and managed to swing it into place. She had just finished tightening the cinch when a whine from Rusty had her spinning and reaching for her knife.


    A man jogged out of the trees, gun in hand. Rusty made no move to attack, telling Letty everything she needed to know.


    “Philip.” His name fell from her lips in a whispered prayer of gratitude.


    He was safe.


    “Letty?”


    “Here.”


    He immediately changed direction, and she felt something in her chest shift the moment his gaze found hers in the dark. As he drew near, he holstered his weapon, then reached for her. His hands cupped her upper arms as his gaze roamed her face.


    “You’re all right?”


    She nodded, her throat too clogged with emotion to push any words through.


    “Thank God.” He clasped her to him and hugged her tight.


    Her palms roamed his back as she exulted in the feel of him, alive and well. She pressed her face against his chest and reveled in the sound of his pounding heartbeat and ragged breaths. She could have stood there for days, soaking in his strength and his tenderness, but alas, his embrace lasted less than a minute before he set her away from him.


    “The shooter got away.” He spat the words out as if they disgusted him. “We have to assume he works for your uncle. If we’re lucky, he’ll be greedy to claim the reward for himself and won’t share information regarding your location, but we can’t count on that. He might be riding for the nearest telegraph right now.”


    He glanced around and gave her hand a squeeze. “You did a good job with the camp.” His gray eyes locked on hers, spearing her with urgency. “Take the horses down to the stream. The water’s not deep, but hopefully it will hide our tracks.” He dropped her hand and moved to the packhorse to claim the small spade they carried with their supplies. “I’ll bury the charred remains of the fire and brush away our footprints. Hopefully, if the shooter returns in daylight, he won’t be able to identify this as our campsite and will have a hard time tracking us.”


    Letty followed his instructions and led the horses down to the stream. She mounted Shadow, wanting to be ready the instant Philip finished disguising the camp. Yet sitting there in the dark, waiting, wore on her nerves. Was that man even now circling back to take another shot at them? A shiver coursed over her skin.


    Someone had tried to kill her. She wrapped her cloak more tightly around her, but it failed to fortify her shattered nerves. Her entire life, she’d lived with the knowledge that her uncle wanted her dead. Yet it had felt more like a scary bedtime story than reality. When she’d been a young girl and nightmares of the fire had tortured her sleep, her grandmother would wake her and tell her it was just a dream. That the flames couldn’t hurt her. That she was safe. Eventually, she came to believe it.


    When Philip arrived with her mother’s message, Letty had understood the danger inherent in leaving Grandmother’s cabin. She’d be vulnerable and exposed. Nevertheless, as each day passed without incident, her confidence had grown. Philip and the Lord would protect her. And they had. Even now, she sat atop her mare, whole and unharmed. Yet the crack of that rifle echoed through her mind again and again, blasting holes in her composure. Dealing with the idea of being in danger was much different from experiencing that danger firsthand. Trees that had felt like a welcoming shield a half hour ago now loomed menacingly. Were other riflemen hiding in their depths? She scanned the darkness, searching for possible threats while her stomach churned and her heart pounded.


    “Hey.”


    Letty flinched and jerked her head toward the voice, only to find Philip standing at her side. She exhaled in relief. Her eyes locked with his, drinking in the reassurance shimmering in the gray depths.


    “I checked the perimeter, Letty. No one else is out there. You’re safe.”


    For now. He didn’t say the words, but she read them in his eyes. Oddly enough, the raw honesty in his gaze settled her more than a sweeping promise of security could have. She straightened in the saddle and lifted her chin, wanting to at least appear brave.


    Philip clasped her boot with his hand, his touch so solid, her pulse began to settle. His eyes peered into hers. “‘God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble.’”


    Her pulse calmed another notch as the words from Scripture infused her soul. “Thank you. I needed that reminder.”


    His lips lifted at one corner in a self-effacing half smile. “Me too.”


    She smiled in return, and a dose of gumption returned. It might be time to walk through the valley of the shadow of death, but she need not fear the evil stalking her, for her Shepherd was with her. Along with her Pinkerton. She’d trust them both to see her through whatever came.


    ****


    Philip’s parents had raised him to be a praying man, but he couldn’t recall a night he’d ever prayed more than the one they’d just passed. They’d traveled downstream about half a mile before finally emerging onto more solid ground. Forced to set an excruciatingly slow pace due to the dark conditions, Philip kept them marching forward for two hours. He struck a match every now and then to check his compass, then immediately extinguished the tiny flame as soon as he’d confirmed his direction.


    They set up a rudimentary camp with no fire and grabbed a few hours’ sleep. Well, Letty had slept. Philip kept watch, a rifle in his lap and a prayer on his heart.


    Someone had tracked them. Had gotten close enough to recognize Letty and take a shot. Philip stared into the predawn sky, his jaw clenched. He could have lost her. Had he spotted that rifle barrel one second later, he might be making the rest of this trip with a corpse slung over Shadow’s back. Thank God, the Lord had opened his eyes at just the right moment.


    His attention shifted to Letty’s bedroll, where she lay snuggled next to Rusty for warmth and, no doubt, a bit of security and comfort. His heart softened as he watched her sleep. She’d been through so much, and it was only going to get worse over the next few days.


    You promised to be our help in times of trouble, Lord. Well, we’re in a heap of trouble now and likely will be for a while. We need you. Watch over us and lead us to safety. Please. That girl means the world to me, Lord, and I know you love her even more than I do. I trust you to do what is best. But if you’re open to suggestions, I ask that you prioritize her life over mine. If only one of us can escape this gauntlet, let it be her.


    As the eastern horizon lightened, Philip stood and laid a hand on Letty’s shoulder. She rolled toward him, her lashes slowly lifting.


    “Time to get up, sweetheart.” The endearment slipped out without thought. Yet the smile it evoked made him glad he’d been too distracted by the journey ahead to watch his words. She needed more reasons to smile.


    Rusty stretched next to her, his jaw dropping in a yawn before he gave himself a shake and padded down to the stream where the horses dozed on four legs.


    It wouldn’t take long to pack up the camp. They’d gone without a fire, so breakfast would consist of jerky and cold water. After his sleepless night, Philip would miss the coffee, but the potential threat of discovery by Radcliffe’s men promised to keep him alert.


    “Did you sleep any?” Her long auburn braid fell over her shoulder as she peered up into his face, concern etching lines across her forehead.


    “I rested.” He smiled, but she didn’t seem appeased by his nonchalance. So to stave off any more questions in that direction, he steered the conversation to more practical matters. “I don’t want you to wear your hood today.”


    The red cloak had served as a blanket of sorts for her last night, and she reached down to where it had pooled atop her bedroll and drew it up against her front like a shield. “Why not?”


    He remembered the story her mother had told him about how Letty had felt safe in her little cape and hood when she’d escaped the fire as a child. He suspected she hadn’t completely outgrown that attachment, but he needed her to understand that the very thing that made her feel safe might be what attracted danger.


    “I’m not sure how last night’s shooter found us, but if he’s been watching us for any length of time, he would have noticed your hood. He might have reported that detail back to your uncle. While the hood shields your face, it’s also very memorable. Rusty stands out as well, but I can’t really do anything to disguise him, so disguising you will have to do. If they are looking for a young woman in a red cloak, we’ll need to turn you into a young boy in a flannel shirt.” He took his hat off and dropped it onto her head. “It won’t fool anyone up close, but if you tuck your hair up into my hat and wear the spare shirt I’ve got in my saddlebag, it might suit our purposes from a distance.”


    Her fingers trembled a bit as she let go of the cloak and reached up to straighten the hat on her head. “I guess I should have kept those rag-bin trousers from the bunkhouse.”


    Oh, how he wanted to take her in his arms. To hold her until the fear dissolved from her eyes.


    “Lord willing, it will only be for two days,” he said instead. “We’ll make Huffman by late afternoon. I’ll stop in town long enough to wire your mother’s brother. He’ll have a closed carriage waiting for us at an old stagecoach stop a few miles northeast of Houston. The carriage will protect your identity from there into the city, and then you’ll finally be reunited with your mother.”


    He thought to give her something positive to cling to so was surprised when the lines in her forehead deepened. “What about you? Where will you be?”


    “Nearby. I promise.” Likely surveilling Drake Radcliffe. “I’ll not leave until I’m sure you’re safe.”


    “But you will leave. Won’t you?”


    Philip sighed. This was a bigger conversation than they had time for, but he’d not dismiss her question. She deserved honesty from him, even if he could make no promises.


    “I care about you, Letty. A lot. But I can’t let myself get distracted by thoughts of a future we may or may not share when there’s so much at stake in the here and now. Once things are settled, we will discuss the future. I promise.”


    And, Lord willing, she’d not hate him for what he had to say.
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    “Do you see the carriage?” Letty lay sprawled on her belly at the top of the hill, a hand shading her eyes as she studied the shallow valley below. A dilapidated building listed slightly to one side. A weathered corral stretched behind it, composed of lopsided fence posts and fallen rails that made it clear no horses had made their home there for decades.


    Philip lay next to her, field glasses held to his eyes. “I think so.” He pulled the binoculars away from his face and handed them to her. “Look at the right edge of the building. I saw something tall and black. Could be the rear of a carriage. Won’t know for sure until we get down there.”


    Letty’s heart beat fast and heavy as she adjusted the lenses to focus on the dark spot Philip had pointed out.


    They’d made it. Just one short carriage ride and she’d see her mother again. Her stomach churned as the longing she’d carried inside her since childhood swelled and mixed with the questions and doubts Grandmother’s assurances had never quite dispelled.


    Would she recognize her mother after all these years? Or would she be a stranger? What would they talk about? Would she view Letty as a child or respect her as a woman? And what of Rusty? Would her mother let her keep him? Proper ladies of wealth and prestige rarely had room in their lives for untamed things. Like wolves . . . and the unconventional daughters who befriended them.


    Blinking, she straightened her focus from its inward bent to gaze outward through the field glasses. Finding the back of the old stagecoach inn, she shifted her gaze to the right until she spotted the black protrusion. She strained to see the wheel that should be visible, but an overgrown bush of some sort at the side of the building blocked her view. It didn’t matter. Instinct told her it was the carriage her mother had sent.


    Memories of the last carriage ride she’d taken surged through her mind in painful waves. The fire. Sitting in Mama’s lap in the dark carriage. Mama telling her she’d have to hide somewhere far away. Without her.


    Letty lowered the field glasses and rested her hand on Philip’s arm. She needed connection. Courage. Calm. Philip provided all three. Just by being there.


    But how much longer would he be at her side? He said he’d not leave until he was sure her uncle couldn’t hurt her, but everything would change once they reached Houston. Would she even see him? Or would he keep his distance, as was fitting for an employee? But he wasn’t an employee to her. He was the man she loved. The one person besides Grandmother she truly trusted. At this moment, Letty had more faith in Philip than she did in her own mother. After all, how could she trust a woman she no longer knew? A woman she’d had no contact with for fifteen years?


    Philip covered her hand with his, and his eyes found hers. “It’s going to be all right.”


    He smiled, but a sadness lurked in his gaze, one that matched the pinching of her heart. As if he, too, regretted that their time alone together was coming to an end. Odd that his sadness should bring her hope, but it did. Hope that his feelings for her might be just as strong as hers for him.


    “You’re an incredible woman, Letty. I’ve seen you rise to every occasion imaginable these past two weeks, and I have no doubt that you will rise to whatever occasions await you on the other side of that carriage ride.”


    His words warmed her heart and ignited a determination within her to live up to his expectations. Yet nowhere in those beautiful, encouraging words was there a picture painted of him being by her side.


    She squeezed his forearm. “I need you to promise me something.”


    Philip’s expression grew serious, and he shifted slightly to face her more fully. “Name it.”


    Her stomach felt like a rock, but she forced the words from her heart onto her tongue. “Promise that you won’t leave Houston before we have that conversation you talked about. I know there’s a lot to figure out, a passel of unknowns regarding my family and my involvement with Radcliffe Shipping. But there’s one aspect of my future of which I am certain, Philip. I want you in it.”


    His breath hitched, and his eyes heated in a way that melted her very bones. He released her hand in order to cup her face and stroked her cheek with the pad of his thumb. Frissons danced lightly over her skin, stirring her heart and whipping her pulse into a frenzied gallop.


    “I promise not to leave without talking to you, Letty.”


    It was exactly what she’d asked of him, yet when he voiced his vow, she realized that what she’d truly wanted him to promise was that he wouldn’t leave. Period. But it was too early for such a declaration. She knew that. Yet she couldn’t stop an irrational disappointment from infecting her pleasure.


    Ducking her head to keep him from seeing the truth of her reaction in her eyes, she leaned her head against his shoulder and murmured her thanks. They lay there for a moment, neither in a hurry to rise, but duty eventually won out. Philip’s palm fell away from her face first, then his shoulder slid out from under her cheek as he slithered backward toward the horses a few yards away. Letty followed, mentally lacing up her resolve. She couldn’t move forward with Philip into the future until she dealt with the mess of her present, and putting off the chore would only make it more onerous in the long run.


    When they made it back to the horses, Philip stopped her from mounting Shadow.


    “I want you to ride with me.”


    Her brows knit as she released her grip on the saddle horn. “Why?”


    “I scanned the perimeter as well as I could with the field glasses, but I can’t guarantee that no one is out there. Someone could have followed the carriage from town or followed us from the trail.” He cast a backward glance over the trail they’d used. “Approaching from the rear should limit our exposure, but I don’t like the idea of you being an easy target for anyone who might be watching. If you sit in front of me on Steele, my back will guard yours.”


    Letty liked the idea of a bullet hitting him even less than the idea of one hitting her, but she knew better than to argue. She’d just pray that no one was out there, lying in wait. Scouring the trees surrounding them for signs of lurking evil, she fought back a shiver. Would she ever feel safe again?


    Apparently the answer was yes, for the moment Philip pulled her up in front of him, wrapped his arms around her, and held her tight against his chest, her anxiety faded, leaving a blessed sense of belonging and security in its wake. One that was not misplaced, for they made it around the corral and into the inn yard without incident.


    Thank you, Lord.


    As they rounded the carriage and team, a man with a short, graying beard stepped out of the dilapidated inn, rifle in hand. “State your business, mister.”


    Something about the man’s voice tugged at Letty’s memory. And the way he stood with one foot pointed slightly outward. She’d seen that before.


    “Philip Carmichael. I wired Stefan Anderson yesterday to arrange for this carriage.”


    The bearded man’s gaze moved to Letty’s face, and his eyes widened slightly. The look softened his face just enough for a memory to snap into place.


    Letty’s chest tightened. “Carter?”


    “Lord, have mercy.” He leaned the rifle against the wall and took a hesitant step forward. “Miss Scarlett? Is that you under that hat?” A grin split his face. “Even after seein’ your picture, I wasn’t like to recognize you in that getup.”


    How many times had she sneaked away to the stables to pet the barn cats and watch Carter tend her father’s horses? The man possessed endless patience. And not just with horses. With little girls, too. He’d always treated her as if she belonged in the stables as much as he did and never grew exasperated having her underfoot.


    Moisture filmed her eyes as she pushed Philip’s hat high on her forehead to reveal more of her face. “It’s me.” Although the name Scarlett sat awkwardly upon her, like an old garment that no longer fit.


    The grizzled groom took to blinking something fierce. “Well, ain’t you a sight for sore eyes. Your mama’s gonna be beside herself—”


    “Carter?” A feminine voice, genteel yet slightly unsteady, called from inside the building. “Is it . . . ?”


    Letty’s heart thudded so hard in her chest she began to feel light-headed.


    Carter turned toward the doorway, raising a hand to swipe the edge of one eye as he did. “Yes, ma’am. Mr. Carmichael’s here, and he’s got that package you’ve been waiting for.”


    The breeze, the snorting of the horses, even the feel of Philip at her back all disappeared from Letty’s awareness as she concentrated every ounce of her attention on the doorway. Shadows obscured the entry, hiding the identity of the building’s occupant. The hem of a dark-green skirt became visible first, then, inch by inch, the remainder of the dress was revealed. It sheathed a slender figure moving on wobbly legs. A hand slid into the sunlight to take hold of the doorjamb as the woman’s face finally emerged from the shadows.


    “Mama.” The broken whisper barely carried any volume, but Philip must have heard it for the arm he’d placed around her waist tightened slightly.


    She hadn’t expected her mother to be here. She’d thought to be reunited at the end of a carriage ride, where she would’ve had time to plan out what to say and how to behave. But looking into her mother’s face, all plans for impressing Leah Radcliffe with proper decorum dissolved beneath the wave of longing crashing over her.


    “Mama?” Letty leaned back and lifted her right leg over the saddle horn.


    Philip offered a steadying hand and helped her awkward descent not end with her face in the dirt.


    “Oh, my sweet girl.” Her mother’s voice cracked as she pushed away from the door and ran forward. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she opened her arms.


    Letty didn’t hesitate. She bounded straight into those arms, uncaring that Philip’s hat fell onto the ground behind her.


    They cried and clung to each other for a moment, then her mother held her out a few inches. “Let me look at you.”


    She smoothed the bits of hair that had escaped Letty’s braid and drank in her face with such intensity, Letty thought she must surely be memorizing every feature. Something Letty did as well. Her mama was still her mama. Age had crept in around the edges, adding a few lines that hadn’t been there before, but the love she remembered so well—and secretly feared would have dulled over time—shone from her eyes with a fierce light that banished every doubt hiding in the recesses of Letty’s heart.


    “What a beautiful young woman you’ve become. So strong and brave.” Her mother’s smile beamed straight into Letty’s chest and surrounded her heart in a hug of acceptance and belonging. “Oh, Letty, I’ve prayed for this day for so long. Your uncle Stefan told me not to come. He instructed me to wait for you at home, but I couldn’t stand to be separated from you for even one more hour. I had to see you the moment you arrived.”


    Her gaze lifted for just a moment to peer over Letty’s shoulder. “How can I ever thank you, Mr. Carmichael? You brought her home to me, just as you promised.”


    “With all due respect, ma’am. We haven’t gotten her home yet. My job’s not finished until the danger has passed, and it won’t pass until the money Drake Radcliffe covets is permanently out of his reach.”


    Mama’s smile dimmed, but her shoulders straightened instead of slumping. She stepped away from Letty and addressed Philip with the regal bearing of a queen. “You’re right. Scarlett and I can continue our reunion in the carriage. Your escort will be much appreciated.”


    Philip leaned down to fetch his fallen hat and fit it back to his head. As he did so, the would-be suitor vanished behind the professional Pinkerton.


    “Radcliffe is bound to have men watching the roads coming into Houston. I assume this carriage is rented and not one that could be recognized as belonging to either you or your brother?”


    “That’s correct. Stefan secured it from one of the liveries near the depot.”


    “Good. I’ll unload our packhorse and leave him here to graze. I’ll send someone to fetch him later. I’ll follow the carriage with Letty’s horse in tow. I’ll try to keep my distance somewhat discreet so it isn’t immediately evident that I’m traveling with you.” Philip’s gaze flicked to hers. “I won’t let the carriage out of my sight, though.” He turned his attention back to her mother. “I’ll be on hand in a moment’s notice should the need arise.”


    Mama dipped her chin. “I bow to your expertise in this matter.”


    “There’s just one more traveler we need to hide, then.”


    Letty immediately understood his meaning. Her stomach knotted, unsure of how her mother would react. Setting her shoulders in the same manner her mother had just done, Letty patted her thigh and called to Rusty.


    Her wolf left off sniffing the carriage wheels and padded over to her side.


    “Oh!” Her mother’s widening eyes and backward steps didn’t bode well.


    Letty rested her hand on Rusty’s head. “He’s very well-behaved. Just think of him as a big dog. He can lie on the floor of the carriage. He won’t hurt you. I promise.”


    Her mother cast a wary glance toward Carter, who was slowly easing his rifle away from the wall.


    Her mother lifted her chin and smoothed the skirt of her dress with hands that only trembled a little. “Of course Rusty shall travel with us. He’s been a faithful guardian to you and will be welcome at Radcliffe House.”


    Letty reached for her mother’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “Thank you.”


    Her gaze found Philip, and her heart warmed at his smile. The sweet connection lasted only a moment, though, before his mask of professionalism slid back into place.


    She mourned the loss even as she recognized the necessity of the distance. Their time would come. It had to. Living the rest of her life without Philip by her side was too dismal a prospect to contemplate.
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    Coming home to a different house from the one she grew up in felt strange, yet familiar elements eased the transition. Mr. Fellows and Mrs. Krouse welcomed her home with all the fanfare of the prodigal son. Food overflowed the dining room table, and half of the dishes making up the spread were treats she remembered from childhood. Apple tarts, shortbread cookies, pound cake, candied walnuts, and the tiny chocolate cakes she used to snitch from beneath the glass dome whenever they appeared in the kitchen. Letty couldn’t possibly eat everything, but the love that table represented brought the mist back to her eyes.


    She turned to share the bountiful moment with Philip, only to recall he wasn’t in the room with her. He’d insisted on walking the perimeter and setting up a watch station from one of the corner rooms on the second floor. Before he’d left, he’d promised to see Rusty settled in the manicured yard that stretched behind the house and encouraged her to focus on reconnecting with her family. But he’d become her family over the last two weeks, and she missed him. Missed his companionship, his constancy, even his overprotective glower. A thousand discoveries fluttered around her, tantalizing her with family history, identity, and restored memories. Each brought its own excitement or fascination, and as each new discovery unfolded, she longed to share it with him.


    “What an amazing spread, Mrs. Krouse.” Letty beamed a smile at the housekeeper. “After having nothing but coffee, stew, and biscuits on the trail, I won’t know where to start.”


    Mrs. Krouse bustled forward and took up a platter filled with pot roast, carrots, and potatoes and positioned herself beside the chair to the right of the head of the table. “You just sit yourself down, dearie, and I’ll fill your plate for you. I made all your favorites.”


    Letty shared a smile with her mother. “You certainly did.”


    Mr. Fellows held out her mother’s chair first, then moved to help Letty be seated at the only other place setting.


    “Will you not be joining us?” she asked as the butler poured water into her glass. “Mother told me that you often share a table with her.”


    Quite unusual for a wealthy household, but Mama had explained that the loneliness had eaten away at her after she and Grandmother left, and having Fellows and Mrs. Krouse keep her company at table had deflected the isolation. When her brother or other company visited, the servants would return to their small table in the kitchen, but Letty didn’t want them to feel unwelcome just because she had returned.


    “I would be happy for you to stay.”


    Fellows smiled at her in a rather indulgent way that had her wondering if she’d just made her first of many social faux pas.


    “We’ll have plenty of opportunities to dine together in the future, miss. Tonight is for you and your mother.”


    She glanced to her mother and saw the same longing in her gaze that radiated through Letty’s chest. Yes, they needed time together. Time to get to know each other once again and to build a new relationship atop the ashes of the old.


    Mrs. Krouse placed a dish mounded to astounding heights with every possible food imaginable in front of Letty. Good heavens. If she ate all of that, she’d bust the seams of her trail-worn clothes. Ordering her eyes not to widen with the incredulity running through her, she stifled the laugh that begged to be released and thanked the housekeeper with an appreciative smile.


    “Would you see that Mr. Carmichael receives a plate as well?” After all he’d suffered on her behalf these last weeks, Philip deserved to feast. She’d have to sneak some roast out to Rusty later, too.


    Mrs. Krouse bobbed a curtsy. “Of course, miss.”


    “Thank you.”


    Once Fellows and Mrs. Krouse left the dining room, Mama stretched a hand out to Letty. “Would it be all right with you if we held hands while I say grace?”


    Sliding her fingers into her mother’s open palm stirred precious memories of praying over tea parties, walking about town, or the comforting touch of Mama sitting at her bedside holding her hand until she fell asleep on those nights after Daddy died.


    Together they bowed their heads.


    “Almighty God, your blessings are beyond measure. How I have longed for this day. A day of joy and reunion with my beloved daughter.” Mama squeezed Letty’s hand, and a warmth bloomed in Letty’s chest that filled her more than any food ever could. “How faithful you are. How good. How deserving of our gratitude. Thank you, Father, for keeping her safe all these years. Thank you for watching over her and Mr. Carmichael on their journey. Thank you for the chance to get to know the woman she has become.


    “We ask, Lord, that you will continue to provide your protection over her and bring those who wish her harm to justice. We pray, too, for my mother and the health difficulties she is experiencing. May she be well enough to travel soon so that our family might be whole once more.


    “We thank you for this bounty of food you have provided and ask that we may receive it with grateful hearts and humble spirits. In the name of your Son and our Savior, Jesus Christ, amen.”


    “Amen.” Letty squeezed her mother’s hand and took a heartbeat to absorb the perfection of the moment. It felt holy. As if unseen angels lingered to share in their joy.


    “Tell me more about your grandmother,” Mama said as she took up her fork.


    Back in the carriage, Mama had asked why Grandmother hadn’t accompanied her, and Letty had explained about her heart trouble as well as her insistence that she travel with Mr. Carmichael. There’d been a tense moment when Mama had asked if Philip had treated her in an honorable fashion while they’d been alone together, but she’d seemed to believe Letty’s assurances that he’d been a perfect gentleman. Letty could tell that Mama didn’t like the fact that her unmarried daughter had spent so much time alone with a man, but they both understood the stakes and agreed that preserving Letty’s life had taken precedence over preserving her reputation.


    “Grandmother agreed to stay with the Darbys while she recovered. She asked that we send her a telegram as soon as I arrived safely so that she could take the train and join us.”


    “I’ll give Fellows a coded message to send to let her know you’ve arrived, but I think it best that she wait until after your birthday to join us here. Things are still precarious. Especially for you.” She pointed her knife in Letty’s direction. “I don’t want you leaving this house until I’m assured that Drake Radcliffe no longer poses a threat. Not until you are able to sign the will your uncle Stefan has drafted.”


    Letty chafed a bit at the idea of being stuck inside, but she’d mentally prepared herself for such a scenario. At least her birthday would arrive soon. She only had to wait until the day after tomorrow.


    “The one that removes Uncle Drake as a beneficiary, right?” Mama had given her an overview of the plan during their carriage ride.


    Mama swallowed the bite of potato she’d been chewing and nodded. “Yes. It’s been written for ages, just waiting for your return.”


    “Do I get any say in who the new beneficiary will be?” Ever since Mama had mentioned the will, Letty had been thinking about who she would name as her heir. A rather morbid consideration, but she needed to make sure that she didn’t trade one villain for another.


    Her mother froze and blinked twice before lowering her forkful of carrot back to her plate. “I hadn’t thought . . . of course you should. When Stefan stops by tomorrow you can ask him any questions you have about the will. He’s worked hard to safeguard your inheritance and can advise you should you wish to make any changes to the will. I tried to anticipate what you might choose, but I suppose you might see it as presumptuous of us to name beneficiaries without consulting you.”


    Letty touched her mother’s arm, eager to reassure her. “I don’t think it presumptuous at all. The will needed to be crafted and ready. It makes perfect sense for you and Uncle Stefan to guess at my wishes.”


    Her mother visibly relaxed, and Letty realized for the first time that she wasn’t the only one afraid of being a disappointment.


    “We wrote it as if you wouldn’t need an heir for many years, for that was our dearest desire.” Mama smiled, and Letty’s own mouth curved in response. “We named your husband as your beneficiary first.”


    Philip’s face immediately flooded Letty’s mind, and her cheeks began to heat.


    “Then any children you might have. On the contingency that you have neither husband nor children at the time of your . . .” She couldn’t bring herself to say it, and frankly, Letty didn’t mind not hearing the word that had been haunting her for the last fortnight. “The shares in Radcliffe shipping will come to me, and the funds currently in your trust will go to your grandmother. It seemed fitting since she cared for you for all these years. And if Mother is no longer with us at that time, then the money will be dispersed among the charities your father supported.”


    “None of the funds to you?” Letty asked.


    Mama shook her head, a wistful smile slowly brightening her face like a lamp whose key had just been twisted to expose more wick. “No. Your father ensured that I would have all I need. Not only a healthy income from the businesses he left in my care but a sense of purpose in the work. He knew me so well.” The mist of memory cleared from her blue eyes, and she focused her gaze on Letty. “How I wish he’d lived long enough to get to know you as a woman grown, as I am beginning to. I’m sure he’d be as proud of you as I am. He adored you so. From the first moment he held you in his arms and gazed into your face. Love at first sight. He wanted you to have the means to make your dreams come true. Dreams that would leave a mark on the world and make it a better place.” The light went out of Mama’s smile as she wagged her head. “He would be heartbroken if he could see how that money tore our family apart. How it has placed your life in danger.”


    “Yet think how happy he would be to see our reunion.” Gratitude swelled in Letty’s chest. “I don’t have a lot of memories of Daddy, but one of the strongest is how he would find us in the parlor in the evenings after work. I was usually on your lap in the big red chair near the hearth. Do you remember it?”


    Mama nodded, her smile slowly returning.


    “You liked to read me stories while we waited for Daddy to come home. I remember you pointing out the letters and teaching me their sounds.” Letty got lost in the happy memory for a moment, then cranked the mental knob to advance the scene. “When Daddy came home, he’d come straight to the parlor even before taking off his overcoat. He’d sweep into the room and say, ‘Ah, nothing better than finding my two favorite people together in the same place!’”


    “I remember.” Mama glanced into the air as if memories floated about in the room, beckoning her to choose one to invite into her mind. “He often told me that coming home to his girls made even the most difficult day end in joy. It was why I made a point to corral you into the parlor every evening and entertain you with books. Even if you were out of sorts, reading stories would restore your cheerful disposition and guarantee a pleasant reception.”


    Mama looked back at Letty, her food all but forgotten. “I know you’re far too old for them now, of course, but I had a large bookshelf installed in your room upstairs. I filled it with all the novels I thought you might like, but I couldn’t resist filling the lower shelves with the stories we read together when you were young. It made me feel closer to you, I suppose. To sit in that room and read those stories, pretending you were curled up in my lap.” She glanced down. “I actually do nearly all of my reading there, imagining you reading the same books wherever you were, and guessing which parts would make you laugh or cry or growl in frustration.”


    Touched at the tenderness evident in the picture her mother painted, Letty felt a little guilty that she’d allowed her memories of her mother to grow rather cold over the years.


    “Grandmother would bring me books on occasion,” she said, “though we only had enough to fill the pair of small crates that served as our library. But no matter how old I got, I never grew tired of reading the storybook you sent with me that night, nor the message you inscribed inside the cover. Reading those words seemed to shrink the distance between us.”


    They fell silent for a while, both returning their attention to the meal in front of them. Mother eventually steered the conversation back to Letty, asking dozens of questions about the years they’d missed, as if her thirst for knowledge of her daughter’s upbringing could never be quenched. How did she come to have a wolf for a pet? Did she miss having friends her own age? How did she fill her days? Did she still detest peas?


    Letty attempted to delve into her mother’s life with similar enthusiasm, but she rarely received more than a cursory answer, as if her mother couldn’t bear to waste time talking about herself when there was more to learn about Letty. Yet Letty had so many questions. What was it like to run a company as a woman? Did others accept her, or did she feel like an outcast in a man’s world? Was she still involved in social reform? What changes in child labor practices had she seen over the course of the last fifteen years? What more still needed to be accomplished? Had she ever developed romantic feelings for another man after Daddy died? How did a woman know when she was in love? What did she think of Philip?


    All right, so perhaps some of those burning questions had more to do with Letty’s own frame of mind than reclaiming lost years, but it still irked a bit that her mother brushed off her questions with such tame answers. Some of her frustration must have shown on her face, for Mama stopped asking questions and rose from the table.


    “I have something for you.”


    Letty swiveled in her chair, her gaze locked on her mother as she moved to the sideboard and opened one of the cupboard doors. She pulled out a large bandbox decorated in a pink floral wallpaper that reminded Letty of the pattern that had once adorned the walls of her nursery.


    “I’m sure you have as many questions about me as I have about you, and I promise I’m not trying to dodge them.”


    It seemed that time and distance couldn’t dim a mother’s ability to read her child’s thoughts.


    Letty rose from her chair as well and moved to stand near her mother, the box between them practically glowing with promise as Letty tried to imagine what secrets it held.


    Mama ran a hand over the lid as she cradled the octagonal box against her belly. “Do you remember the promise I made you in the carriage the night of the fire?”


    Letty’s throat tightened. “To keep me close in your heart?”


    Mama smiled. “Yes, I have done that, even when the pain tempted me to loosen my grip. I’ve prayed for you every day. Thought of you every day. I pored over the photographs Mother sent and nearly wore out your pictures and notes from my constant handling. But I made you another promise that day. One that became a blessing to me while you were gone, and one that I hope will be a blessing to you now that you’re back.”


    She handed the decorated box into Letty’s hands. “I wrote to you. Every week. I chronicled my days, the ordinary and the remarkable. The difficult and the joyous. I began with the idea that these would help you get to know me once we were reunited, but somewhere along the way they became therapeutic. A way for me to feel connected to you.


    “Sometimes I wrote about work and the people there. My struggles, failures, and triumphs in trying to run the oil mill and cotton compress in a way that would honor both your father and the God we both served. I wrote when my grief felt so oppressive I thought I might drown in it. I wrote about the children I met in the factories with flat eyes void of hope, and how I prayed that wherever you were, your eyes were dancing with adventure and delight. I shared thoughts on books I had read and sermons I had heard in church. Sometimes I would write out prayers or bits of Scripture as if bringing them from my heart onto a physical page would somehow manifest them into your life.


    “Everything you might want to know about me, and likely a few things you’d rather not, are contained in this box.” Mama stroked Letty’s arm with a comforting touch. “Come. I’ll show you to your room. There’s enough reading material there to keep you busy for a month, but I hope you won’t get lost in it. As much as we both long to learn about what we’ve missed over the last fifteen years, it’s even more important to share time together in the present.”


    Her throat too constricted to speak, Letty simply nodded as Mama led her up the stairs and into a beautiful room filled with delicate white furnishings and cheerful yellow accents that made Letty feel instantly welcome. A white rocking chair with a goldenrod cushion sat next to a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf that looked like it could have come directly from heaven itself.


    “There are nightdresses in the bureau, and since I wasn’t sure what clothing you would prefer, I bought several different styles and colors for you to pick from. You’ll find them in the wardrobe. We can go shopping later, once it’s safe for you to be out, but I wanted you to have whatever you might need in the meantime.”


    Letty could barely take it all in. She held tighter to the bandbox, knowing that the extravagant bounty before her wasn’t intended to overwhelm but to demonstrate a parent’s love for her child.


    “Well, I’ll . . . leave you to get settled.”


    She turned to leave, but Letty snatched her hand before she could take more than a step. “I love you, Mama.”


    Her mother’s eyes filled with tears as she opened her arms and clutched Letty tightly to her chest, bandbox and all. “I love you, my sweet girl. And no matter what trouble tomorrow holds, we’ll face it together. Nothing will ever separate us again.”


    Letty closed her eyes and savored the embrace, the girl she had been drinking in her mother’s promise and letting it soothe away old hurts and insecurities. Yet even as she exulted in the love that spawned the vow, she couldn’t help but worry how much hurt she’d likely inflict when Mama learned that Letty had no intention of making this city her home.
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    “Here, Rusty. I pilfered some goodies from the kitchen for you.” Philip set down a bowl of raw chicken scraps, beef liver, and an uncooked soupbone.


    Rusty nosed the bowl, then shot Philip an insulted look.


    “I know. Not as fun without the hunt, is it?” Philip hunkered beside the wolf and rubbed his ears. “That’s city life, I’m afraid. If you want to stay with Letty, you’ll have to get used to it. For a while, anyway.” Philip nudged the bowl back toward Rusty and breathed easier when the wolf started picking at the meat.


    Philip gave him a final pat, then straightened, his gaze immediately finding the upstairs window he knew belonged to Letty. He longed to catch a glimpse of her, but she probably wasn’t even in her room. Stefan Anderson had arrived an hour ago, so she was likely ensconced with the lawyer in the study, going over the will. The will Letty would sign tomorrow. On her birthday. Making her one of the wealthiest women in the state.


    He clenched his jaw, fighting down the acidic taste of unworthiness that burned his throat. The changes had already begun. He’d seen her briefly this morning and shooed her out of the garden and back into the house when she’d come outside to see Rusty. She’d been dressed in a stunning green dress cut in the latest fashion. Her hair had been put up in a simple style, but not as simple as the braid he’d gotten used to seeing her wear on their travels. Her smile had been the same, though, her eyes, too, and for a moment the stylish trappings she wore ceased to matter. Then he’d gone and ruined things by scolding her for coming outside. He hadn’t even bid her a good morning first. He’d apologized afterward and promised to tend to Rusty for her, but the light in her eyes had dimmed by then—whether from his highhanded orders or from the reminder that her life was still in danger. Either way, she pulled away from him and disappeared back into the house. It was where she needed to be for her own safety, yet his heart cracked at being the one to separate her from her closest friend.


    He’d tried telling himself that being a bit testy was to be expected. He hadn’t slept well, after all. And not just because he’d been keeping watch and making rounds every few hours. The room itself had made him itch with all its richness. His chamber was likely the humblest room in the home outside the servants’ quarters, yet it was finer than any place he’d ever stayed. Handcrafted furnishings that his salary could never afford. Walls papered in intricate designs, sumptuous rugs that made him self-conscious about where his boots had been, and a gilt-framed mirror that magnified how well he didn’t fit in with his surroundings. It epitomized the gulf between him and the Radcliffes. The gulf between him and Letty.


    Enough with the maudlin thoughts, Carmichael. You got a job to do. Letty deserves the best possible future, whether with you or without. But she’s got to live past tomorrow first.


    Setting his jaw, Philip began making his rounds. Checking the fence for any weaknesses that could be exploited as an entry point, looking for footprints in the dirt beneath the perfectly trimmed hedges, testing the windows on the main floor to ensure they remained locked.


    A scrape in the paint near a window on the south side of the house facing the street had him leaning closer to investigate. He didn’t remember seeing such a mark last night when he’d checked the perimeter, but it had been dark, so he might have missed it. Or he hadn’t missed it, and this was evidence that someone had tried to gain entry to the house by tampering with a window. Rusty would have barked an alarm had anyone entered the gardens at the back of the house, but this window faced the stables and led to the housekeeper’s chamber, if he remembered correctly.


    A gravel path stretched along the side of the house, hiding any footprints that might have been left behind, but his gut told him someone had been here. Could still be here. Heart thumping, Philip tried the window. Locked. Thank God. Whoever it was hadn’t found a way in. At least not there. But if Drake Radcliffe’s henchman knew Letty was inside, he’d try again. The bounty on her head would inspire persistence. But how had they figured out she was here? No one had followed the unmarked carriage into town last night. He’d made sure of it. They’d brought Letty in through the rear just in case anyone watched from the street, and Philip hadn’t noticed anything suspicious. No footfalls or hoofbeats of someone rushing off to report an unusual arrival at Leah Radcliffe’s home. Probably because Leah Radcliffe had hired a pair of her larger male employees to walk down her street every evening for the last month, rousting any would-be loiterers from their shadowed corners to ensure no one spied on her nighttime comings and goings. Rather impressive ingenuity. Cleverness apparently ran in the family.


    At least on the female side. Philip frowned. What if someone had followed Stefan? The man had driven here in a buggy, exposed to public view. Anyone could have seen him and followed at a distance, hiding amid the normal city traffic until deriving the man’s destination. He could have sneaked back on foot, waited for Philip to disappear into the back gardens with Rusty, then started searching for an entry point.


    Philip’s gut turned to granite as he shifted his mind from that of a man trying to protect a house, to that of one trying to break in. He tilted his chin upward. If the ground floor was locked down, only one option remained. An upper floor. Preferably an unused room where breaking glass would not be heard.


    The dormer windows of the attic.


    He sprinted around to the front of the house, backed toward the street to get a better vantage point, and peered up at the pair of small dormers projecting from the sloped roof. One of the hinged windows on the right side had been cranked open. The intruder must have gained the roof from the side of the house, then made his way to the front.


    Philip’s mind spun with scenarios as he bounded toward the front door. Speed would be of the essence. The man would know that Philip could reenter the house at any time. He’d search the main rooms. Parlor, sitting room, study. Locate the target and charge into the room, taking the occupants by surprise. He’d shoot Anderson first in case he was armed, then Letty. Mrs. Radcliffe could be a third victim or be used as a shield, depending on what would allow him the cleanest escape.


    Forcing himself to slow just enough to keep his boots quiet on the porch, Philip reached into his trouser pocket for the key Letty’s mother had given him. He fit it into the lock and let himself in, keeping his weight on the balls of his feet to soften his footsteps. He drew his gun as he scanned the staircase for the intruder. Seeing no one, he took the passage to the right and hurried toward the study. A glimpse of someone rounding the corner at the end of the hall spurred Philip into an all-out run. But he knew he’d not get there in time. So he did the only thing he could think of. He shouted at the top of his voice to let the intruder know he was on his trail, then shot a round into the crown molding at the top of the wall at the end of the passageway, praying instinct would propel Letty and the others to take cover.


    ****


    It felt strange to read one’s own will, but Letty had insisted upon going over every word after Uncle Stefan made the one revision she’d requested. Leaning back in the padded armchair near the lamp, she scanned the first page while Mama and Uncle Stefan chatted quietly together on the settee.


    Letty had agreed with the beneficiaries the two of them had selected for her, but she’d insisted on adding her mother’s name to the trust fund list ahead of the charities. Mama could give all the money away to charity if she wished, but Letty wanted to give her the option to reinvest funds back into her business or set up a trust for children injured in factory work or whatever else she deemed worthy. It had taken some convincing, but Mama finally relented.


    Letty smiled as she read over the new section. Mama had gotten so excited by the idea of the children’s trust Letty suggested that the will discussion had detoured for a good twenty minutes while Mama and Uncle Stefan discussed what would be involved in establishing such a charity. Letty listened with great interest and asked a handful of questions herself. She had so much to learn about how to handle her money responsibly, even if she had no desire to follow in her mother’s footsteps. Whenever she contemplated running her own company, the notion pressed down on her like a collapsing roof, trapping her and making her desperate to escape. Her heart longed to return to country living and simple satisfactions. At the same time, she had a duty to be a good steward of her inheritance, just like Grandmother had taught her. To use the money to help people. Starting with a particular Pinkerton and his dream of establishing a school for troubled boys.


    A muffled thumping from somewhere outside the closed study door pulled Letty’s attention away from her reading. Her eyebrows scrunched as she looked up. “Do you hear—”


    A shout echoed from beyond the side wall, cutting off her words. Mama’s eyes widened as Uncle Stefan reached inside his coat. Then a gunshot exploded, and Letty swore she could feel the percussion of it vibrate through her chest.


    Mama screamed Letty’s name and lunged for her. Papers scattered. The chair tipped. Letty toppled to the floor as her mother covered her with her body. Something banged into the study door, rattling the sconce on the wall, but the door didn’t open. Strange since it had no lock. All the villain had to do was turn the knob to enter. But he didn’t.


    “Get her under the desk.” Her uncle yelled the command as he pulled a small pocket pistol from his coat and planted himself in front of the closed door.


    Mama lifted herself off Letty and tugged on her arm. “Come!”


    Together, they scurried to the far side of the desk and crawled into the opening. They clung to each other with Letty’s face pressed against her mother’s chest. Whispered words filled her ears as Mama repeated a promise Letty recognized from the Psalms. “‘The Lord is my strength and my shield; my heart trusted in him, and I am helped.’ ‘The Lord is my strength and my shield; my heart trusted in him, and I am helped.’ ‘The Lord is my strength and my shield; my heart trusted in him, and I am helped.’”


    Letty’s heart throbbed. Her fingers fisted in the fabric of Mama’s dress. Yet the more seconds that ticked by without the study being breached, the more her fear shifted away from herself and onto Philip. She could think of only one reason an intruder would shoot before reaching his target—to escape whoever chased him.


    A second shot rang out, and Philip’s name tore from her soul in an agonized moan. She tried to free herself from her mother’s grasp and crawl out from beneath the desk to lend whatever aid she could to the man she loved, but her mother’s grip tightened, and the confined space made escape impossible.


    “It’s all right. He’s doing his job.”


    But it wasn’t just a job. It was his life. And if he lost it defending her . . .


    God, protect him. Please!
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    Philip sprinted down the hall and rounded the corner in time to see the assassin abandon the study door and race for the exit. Thank you, God! Philip gave chase, contorting his body around vases on pedestals and decorative hall trees in an effort to catch his quarry. The man slowed as he reached the closed front door, and Philip pushed harder, intending to tackle him against the wood and prevent his escape. But at the last minute, the intruder turned, gun in hand.


    Philip dove sideways as the pistol fired. The bullet meant for his chest grazed off his arm as his body crashed into the entryway wall. As he struggled to gain his feet, the would-be assassin yanked open the front door and fled. Philip pursued, determined to apprehend the man who could testify to Drake Radcliffe’s guilt, but the villain must’ve had a partner, for the moment Philip rushed onto the porch, a volley of gunfire erupted from across the street. Wood slivers and plaster dust exploded around him, sending him scurrying back inside to shield himself with the house.


    The report of a rifle interrupted the revolver fire. Carter, bless him. With the cover fire, Philip might just have a chance.


    Staying low, he darted outside. Shots ricocheted wildly around him with no particular aim, giving him a chance to sprint down the porch steps and find cover behind one of the large oak trees that shaded the front of the house. He pressed his back against the bark and steeled himself for his next mad dash. Yet even as he pushed away from the tree and spun into the yard, retreating hoofbeats echoed in his ears like the banging of coffin nails.


    He ran into the street anyway and spotted two assailants fleeing. He made note of the few distinctive details he could pick out to report to the local law, but the weight of failure pressed onto his shoulders.


    In minutes, Radcliffe would have confirmation of Letty’s location. They needed to lock the house down and bring in reinforcements. Clenching his jaw, Philip pivoted and jogged back to the house.


    Carter ran up to meet him, rifle in hand. “The folks inside?”


    “Unharmed, I think.” Philip slowed so Carter could come alongside. “I’m fixin’ to check on them. I need you to send a wire to my employer.” He halted, pulled his billfold from his pocket, and extracted a card carrying the Pinkerton logo. “Have him send any agents in the area to this address as reinforcements. Fetch the law, too. I’ll need to give a statement.” A muscle ticked in his jaw. “Secrecy is no longer a viable strategy. We need to make this place a fortress until Miss Radcliffe can sign that will tomorrow.”


    “I’ll head out right now.” Carter took the card and hurried back to the stable.


    Philip jogged around the house’s perimeter to confirm that no attackers remained behind, then ran into the house, shouting an all clear as he made his way toward the study. He reached for the knob on the still-closed door, then opted to knock instead. “It’s Carmichael. Everyone all right in there?”


    The door cracked a few inches. Stefan Anderson’s face showed in the opening. “Is it over?”


    Not even close. But Philip kept that thought to himself. “For now. Are the ladies well?”


    Could the man not get out of the way? It took all the restraint Philip possessed to stop himself from pushing past the lawyer and searching for Letty inside. He needed to see for himself that she was all right.


    “Philip?”


    Letty’s voice. Stefan turned his attention back into the room, and a few heartbeats later, the door flew wide. Letty stood before Philip, her stylish green dress wrinkled, her coifed hair untidy, and her hazel eyes misty with unshed tears. But she was alive and unharmed.


    And now in his arms.


    He wasn’t quite sure how it happened. If he reached for her or if she lunged for him, but in all honesty, he didn’t care. He could have lost her today. If he had his druthers, he’d never let go of her again.


    He rubbed her back and pressed his cheek against her hair as he thanked God and reveled in the feeling of her heart beating next to his. He longed to touch his lips to her forehead, to murmur words of love in her ear, and to caress her arms and back until every fearful tremor ceased. A discreet cough reminded him of his audience, however, and had him stepping back instead of tugging her closer.


    Raised male eyebrows and wide motherly eyes met his gaze when he found the courage to face Letty’s guardians. But before he could think of something appropriate to say, Letty grabbed his wrist and gasped.


    “You’re hurt!”


    “It’s just a graze.” He tried to shrug off her concern, but she proved unshruggable.


    She ran her fingers up his arm to the spot above his elbow where the bullet had creased his skin, her frown deepening as she eyed the blood staining his sleeve. “We need to clean and bandage this right away.”


    Leah Radcliffe glided forward and placed a hand on Letty’s shoulder. “Why don’t you fetch Mrs. Krouse. She keeps a medical box in the kitchen.”


    Letty nodded and ran off to find the housekeeper, unaware of the tension crackling in the air behind her.


    Mrs. Radcliffe narrowed her gaze at Philip, her face hardening. “You saved our lives today, Mr. Carmichael, and for that, I am in your debt.” She laced her quiet words with steel. “But if you think to seduce my daughter to get your hands on her money, I will not hesitate to use the full force of my influence to see you discredited.”


    Philip held her gaze as his gut churned. He could either win an ally or destroy his future with the next words that came out of his mouth.


    “I care a great deal about your daughter, Mrs. Radcliffe, but I don’t care a hill of beans about her money. Letty is remarkable all on her own. She’s brave, kindhearted, willing to sacrifice for others, and handles adversity without blinking an eye. Any man who wins her heart will be gaining a companion whose worth is far above rubies. Truth be told, her money is the only thing about her I don’t like. I worry that the expectations it manifests will pressure her to put Letty Hood aside in order to become Scarlett Radcliffe.”


    Leah Radcliffe’s forehead scrunched, but Philip plunged ahead, knowing he only had a minute or two before Letty reappeared.


    “I’m aware that your daughter has led a very sheltered life. She’s not had the chance to meet men or experience much of the world. You have my word that I will not press my suit until she has had ample time to explore her options. I, on the other hand, have seen far too much of the world, and I know without a doubt that Letty is the best fit for me that I will ever find. So if she will have me after she decides what she desires from her future, I will spend the rest of my life honoring and cherishing her.” He shrugged. “If I’m no longer what she wants, then I’ll go on my way and not darken your door again.”


    Stefan Anderson scowled. “I’ll be launching a full investigation into your character and your past, Carmichael. If you so much as cheated on a grammar-school spelling test, I’ll find it.”


    Philip nodded, having expected nothing less. “Dig away. My parents are Dale and Rose Carmichael of Parker County. They can put you in touch with Miss Peterson, my grade-school spelling teacher, along with everyone else who knew me as a rambunctious kid.” He tipped his head toward Letty’s mother. “Mrs. Radcliffe can connect you with my employer and secure a copy of my work history. Like you, I want Letty to be protected, so please use whatever strings you have at your disposal to tie up her inheritance so her husband can’t touch it. I don’t want it anyway, and I don’t want a man who does to take advantage of her innocent nature. It’s a man’s duty to provide for his family. That’s how I was raised, and that’s what I aim to do.”


    Mrs. Radcliffe stepped forward, her expression softer, her eyes shimmering. “I just got my daughter back, Mr. Carmichael. I’m not ready to lose her again.”


    His heart pricked. “There’s no hurry for any of this, ma’am. You and Letty need time to get to know each other again. That ranks above any courtin’ plans.”


    Approaching footsteps announced Letty’s imminent return. Philip glanced back at Mrs. Radcliffe. “I’m willing to wait for her as long as necessary.”


    ****


    After allowing Letty to doctor his arm, Philip focused his attention on coordinating the household defense. A deputy came by to take his statement and those of Mrs. Radcliffe and Mr. Anderson. He took note of the bullet holes in the walls and the crease on Philip’s arm and jotted down their theory of Drake Radcliffe’s involvement but gave no indication that he found any validity to the supposition. He mumbled something about writing up his report and turning it over to the sheriff, but Philip didn’t hold out much hope that a thorough investigation would occur. Drake Radcliffe hadn’t risen to his position without being able to manipulate everyone in a position of power around him. He likely had dirt on law enforcement officers, newspapermen, and even judges.


    Wendell and Harper arrived less than an hour after Carter sent the telegram. Philip brought them up to speed on the case, and while they weren’t exactly thrilled that Philip had been less than forthcoming with them at the start, they understood the secretive nature of the job and agreed to lend their assistance. One guarded the front of the house, the other the rear. After Rusty was brought inside. The wolf didn’t take too kindly to strange men in his territory. Having the animal inside did more than allow a trained guard to patrol the rear of the house, however. It gave Letty a personal bodyguard. Should anyone slip past their defenses, Rusty would keep Letty safe.


    The house was a rather dim and dreary place with all the windows shuttered, but Mrs. Radcliffe had extra lamps brought into the front parlor, and she and the servants did their best to distract Letty with games of charades and singing around the upright piano. Letty didn’t know many of the words to the songs they chose, but she caught on quickly, joining in on the choruses. It made him smile from his position on the porch, taking his shift guarding the front of the house. Made him long for a future where he would join her in a parlor of their own, singing and playing games and laughing until their sides ached.


    As night descended, Philip shifted to the rear guard for the first watch. Harper relieved him for a few hours so he could catch some shut-eye. As much as he hated surrendering to sleep with Letty still in danger, he knew he’d do a better job protecting her if he wasn’t dead on his feet.


    Thankfully, the night passed with no further attacks. The sun rose, full of promise and hope as Letty’s twenty-first birthday dawned. Philip joined the small group gathered around the breakfast table, sipping coffee and tea as they attempted to ward off the effects of a poor night’s sleep. Even Rusty looked tired, his body stretched across Letty’s feet under the table.


    Philip’s gaze met Letty’s from across the table, both of them with cups raised halfway to their mouths. She smiled at him over the brim of hers, and immediately, the fancy furnishings disappeared from his view along with the papered walls and glittering chandelier. Only he and Letty remained, sitting at a campfire, sharing a cup of coffee at the start of a new day. His chest ached as he longed for a return of that simplicity and the intimacy of being alone together.


    Her mother slid a small box tied with a bow in front of Letty and drew her attention away from Philip.


    “Happy birthday, darling.”


    Letty set her cup aside and placed her hands on either side of the box, as if afraid to actually touch it but clearly wanting to do just that. “What is this?”


    Mrs. Radcliffe smiled. “I know today is a big day for other reasons, but it is still your birthday. The first one I’ve been able to share with you for far too long. I wanted to give you something. I’ve been holding on to this particular gift for over a decade.”


    Curiosity won out over trepidation. Letty took hold of the box and drew it to the edge of the table. Delight sparkling in her eyes, she pulled the bow loose and unwrapped the decorative paper surrounding a box that looked like it came from a jeweler.


    A cramp hit Philip’s gut. Nothing he could give her would be able to compete with the jewels and finery her family could provide. Yet as she peeked up at him, including him in her excitement, he realized that he’d seen that same giddiness in her eyes when she’d discovered wild onions growing in the woods or a pair of moth-eaten trousers from a bunkhouse rag bin. It was the surprise and the knowledge that someone had thought of her that brought her joy, not the expense of the gift.


    She pried open the clasped lid of the velvet box and sucked in her breath at the simple gold locket shining in the lamplight.


    “Open it,” her mother urged, the look on her face nearly as giddy as that of her daughter.


    Letty pried it open and found two photographs nestled inside. One, a younger version of her mother, and the other, a man who could only be Lowell Radcliffe.


    Tears filled Letty’s eyes as she stroked the edge of the locket with her fingertip. “Daddy,” she whispered. In a blink she was out of her chair and wrapping her arms around her mother’s neck. Her mother laughed softly.


    “I wanted a way for both of us to be with you all the time. I only wish I’d have thought of it before you left.”


    Letty returned to the box and removed the locket from its velvet bed. “I love it! Put it on me?”


    “Of course.” Leah Radcliffe dabbed at her eyes for a moment, then rose and gracefully crossed to where her daughter stood bouncing in anticipation.


    Once the chain was fastened, Letty turned and gave her mother another hug. “Thank you, Mama.”


    Mrs. Radcliffe reached for a thin chain she wore around her own neck, one that had been hidden by her high collar. She drew out a similar locket from inside her dress. “I’ve one to match.” She opened it. The same photo of Lowell Radcliffe sat on the left, but on the right was a face Philip would recognize anywhere. “Each time I received a photograph from your grandmother, I had a miniature made so that I could keep you close to my heart. Just like I promised.”


    Now both women were dabbing their eyes. Shoot, even Philip’s were growing misty.


    A throat cleared, and all gazes turned to Stefan Anderson. “I’m sorry to interrupt this lovely moment, but the sooner Scarlett signs the will, the sooner she’ll be out of danger.”


    Leah Radcliffe nodded. “Yes. Let’s get this business done, shall we? I’m eager to dispel the cloud looming over Letty’s head.”


    The signing concluded in a matter of minutes. Anderson provided four copies of the document. One for Letty. One for him to keep on file with his records. One to file with the court should Drake attempt to contest it, and one to be delivered to Drake Radcliffe as proof that he no longer had anything to gain by hurting Letty. That one Philip intended to deliver himself. Not only to ensure Drake Radcliffe received it, but to give the man an extra few things to consider. Like the fact that the Pinkertons had opened a case on him and planned to see him behind bars before the year was out. Should he wish to avoid prison, he might consider an extended stay abroad.


    Philip tucked the folded papers into his coat and headed for the front hall. Letty hurried after him and placed her hand on his arm before he could reach for the door.


    “Philip, wait.”


    He turned toward her, glad to see that no one but Rusty had followed. A piece of hair had fallen along her cheek, likely a casualty from the locket excitement. Tenderness welled inside him, and before he could talk himself out of it, he lifted a hand and tucked the stray strand behind her ear.


    She reached up and covered his hand with her own. “Promise me you’ll be careful. Uncle Drake is ruthless. He’s not to be trusted.”


    He smiled, partially to reassure her, but mostly because her concern touched the dark places inside that had been lonely for far too long. “I know. I’ll keep my wits about me.”


    “You still owe me a conversation.”


    He rubbed his thumb over her cheek. “I haven’t forgotten.” Though the longer he stood here, the harder it would be to remember that particular conversation wasn’t supposed to end in a marriage proposal.


    Gently, he tugged his hand away from hers and pivoted toward the door. “I’ll be back soon.” He glanced over his shoulder. “And then you’ll be free.”


    Free to bring Scarlett Radcliffe back to life and figure out who she would be.


    Philip collected Steele and rode to a large estate on the edge of town. Dark-gray stone rose from the ground to form a house built to impress, not to welcome. The stone radiated no warmth, only cold superiority. A crushed-shell path crunched beneath his feet as he made his way to the front door after leaving his mount with a groom. Tall, imposing hedges barbed with long thorns surrounded the fortress.


    What kind of a man surrounded his home with thornbushes?


    Philip clenched his jaw. The same kind who hired men to kill his niece.


    A stodgy butler showed him into a receiving room, then left to fetch Mr. Radcliffe. Philip expected to be left to cool his heels a good long while so was surprised when Drake Radcliffe made a prompt appearance.


    “Mr. Carmichael! How pleased I am to make your acquaintance.” A middle-aged man who looked like he’d enjoyed too much wine and not enough exercise over the last decade strode into the room bearing a wide smile and cold eyes. “It’s good to finally meet the man responsible for bringing my beloved niece home safely.”


    Philip wasn’t in the mood to play pretend. He reached into his jacket and pulled out the will he’d been tasked to deliver. He held it out to Radcliffe. “Your niece is no longer your concern. She has come of age, claimed her inheritance, and crafted a will that removes you as a beneficiary. In the event of her death, you won’t receive a single penny.”


    Radcliffe clasped the edge of the papers, but Philip held fast to his end, not yet ready to relinquish them.


    “You should know that the Pinkertons have opened an investigation into allegations that you hired assassins to eliminate Miss Radcliffe so you could claim her inheritance. It’s only a matter of time before we collect enough evidence to convict you.”


    Philip released his end of the folded will, sending Radcliffe tottering backward a step.


    The man’s face darkened as he quickly regained his lost ground and thrust himself forward. “How dare you insinuate that I would harm my niece! Did my lovely sister-in-law bat her eyes at you and get you to believe her lies? She’s a snake in lamb’s clothing, that one. I don’t know what my brother ever saw in her. I’m thrilled that Scarlett is home safe, and while I find it sad that her mother and grandmother have poisoned her against me to the point that she would write me out of this new will, I bear her no ill will. You see, Mr. Carmichael, I learned some very valuable lessons from my brother before his untimely death. The most important being . . .” His false affability fell away to reveal a cunning smile. “Always have a contingency plan.”


    A quiet shuffle sounded behind Philip. He reached for his gun, but before he could turn, something hard slammed against his head. The world went black as Philip crumpled to the carpet.
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    Letty had expected to feel like a bird finally let out of its cage when she signed the new will this morning. Light of heart. Free of spirit. Eager to explore surroundings that had been closed off to her for years. However, she felt none of that.


    A heaviness she couldn’t explain had settled over her heart about an hour ago. Not long after Philip left. Had she lived under a cloud so long, she didn’t trust the sunshine? Or was something else at play?


    She glanced at her mother, who was working on some correspondence at the writing desk in the corner of the sitting room. Her pen looped over the page in graceful, consistent arcs. Her attention focused. Her expression serenely contemplative. As if no outward unpleasantness existed. Either Mama was well-practiced at hiding her discomfort, or she truly believed their troubles to be over.


    Letty closed the journal containing her mother’s letters with a sigh. Her eyes might have been moving across the lines, but her mind hadn’t absorbed anything for the last quarter hour.


    Is my faith so weak that I cannot let go of the fear even when the danger has passed?


    Rusty whined and nudged her skirt with his head. Letty set the notebook aside and rubbed her pet’s ears. Maybe it was being stuck indoors for the last two days that had her insides in knots. She itched to saddle Shadow and race her over the fields with Rusty loping at their side. Maybe then the tightness around her lungs would ease, and she’d be able to breathe again.


    Rusty plopped his head in her lap and gazed up at her with sad eyes.


    “I know,” she whispered. “It’s hard being cooped up for me, too. It’s just for a little longer, though. Uncle Stefan said he’d send a wire to Grandmother after he deposits his copy of the will in his office. If she’s healthy enough to travel, she’ll hop on a train and be here in a few days. Maybe we can go to Grandmother’s old house soon. It’s out in the country with lots of land for you and Shadow to enjoy. You’ll like it there.”


    Rusty tilted his head and perked his ears.


    Letty smiled. “Don’t worry. I’ll come visit at least twice a week. After Mama and I have the chance to spend some time together, I’m going to use some of my inheritance to buy a big spread where we can run and frolic as much as we like. There’ll be plenty of game for you to hunt, and maybe we’ll even find you a she-wolf friend.”


    Some might think her silly for wanting her best friend to find the same romantic happiness she had when that friend had four legs and a tail. But Letty wanted to share that joy with everyone she cared about. Her attention floated back to her mother, who was reading over what she had just written, pen poised over the inkwell. Perhaps even Mother and Grandmother could find someone. Wouldn’t that be lovely? Without having to worry about her anymore, perhaps they’d have the freedom to discover new joys and new loves.


    A sigh lifted her shoulders—a sigh that should’ve been filled with dreamy visions of a future shared with Philip. Instead, her exhale brought only a tightening of her belly and a growing unease.


    So when Rusty jumped to his feet and snarled, his lethargy cast aside in favor of a predator’s stance, Letty lunged off the sofa and reached for the knife at her waist. Only the blade wasn’t there. She’d ceased wearing her leather belt and sheath once she’d donned the more fashionable clothing her mother had purchased for her.


    Rusty barked and ran out of the room, toward the front of the house.


    “What is it?” Mama rose from her seat, the letter she’d just written sliding from her fingers to the desktop.


    “I don’t know.” Letty’s gaze bounced from her mother back to the doorway. “Surely Mr. Harper would have alerted us if any trouble had arisen.”


    Philip’s Pinkerton friend had stayed behind to watch the house in Philip’s absence after Uncle Stefan and Mr. Wendell left earlier that morning.


    Mama approached and squeezed her arm. “Stay here. I’ll take a look.”


    Letty watched her leave, then hurried up the back stairs to fetch her knife. She wasn’t about to let her mother face trouble on her own. Mama was accustomed to fighting battles with money and social status, but those weapons wouldn’t fare well against a physical threat.


    By the time Letty fetched her knife and scurried downstairs, the front door had been thrown open and Mr. Harper lay sprawled on the marble entryway floor, unconscious, his face bloodied, and his wrists and ankles bound. Two burly men backed toward the doorway, away from Mama, as Rusty snarled and snapped at them.


    From her position behind a potted fern at the back of the foyer, Letty clutched her blade and waited, ready to spring into action should it be necessary. A third man, shorter than the others and somewhat hidden behind them, made his presence known by extending an arm between the two other men—an arm bearing a pistol.


    “Call off your dog, madam, or I will be forced to dispose of the animal.”


    Like a queen with her loyal wolfhound, Mama spoke with poise and command, not a single waver to be heard in her voice. “Rusty. Be still.”


    Thank goodness Rusty chose to obey. He ceased his growling and sat on his haunches at her side. Letty didn’t release the breath she held, though, until the newcomer lowered his weapon.


    He stepped through the opening between the two men, who had reclaimed enough of their courage to halt their retreat, and tugged on the bottom of the vest pulled tight over his generous middle. He tucked his pistol inside his jacket, then pulled out a handkerchief and dabbed at his forehead as if he’d exerted himself. “I’m here to collect Miss Scarlett. Mr. Radcliffe has heard of her return and is anxious to be reunited with his long-lost niece. I’ve brought his carriage and will transport her to his home as soon as she can make ready.” The man dipped his chin in mock subservience.


    He looked like an overweight raven, dressed all in black with beady eyes glinting behind a pair of wire-rimmed spectacles perched on a hawkish nose. He folded his arms behind his back, increasing his resemblance to the winged scavenger. Yet it was the way he looked at Mama, as if he sensed her imminent demise and couldn’t wait to feast on her carcass, that sent shivers coursing over Letty’s skin.


    Mama, however, waved him away as if he were nothing more significant than a common housefly. “My daughter will not be going anywhere with you. Be gone.”


    The raven shook his head and tsked. “So inhospitable. Especially since Mr. Radcliffe went to so much trouble to collect a companion for Miss Scarlett. A Mrs. Flora Anderson. Or perhaps she goes by Iris Hood. I admit I get a tad confused by the different names.”


    Letty barely held in her gasp. Grandmother? It had to be a trick. Please, God. Let it be a trick.


    “I escorted her from Queen City myself.”


    He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a hair comb. He held it up to the light as if to admire its fine design. Or to pierce the heart of the lady watching. For that tortoiseshell comb carried a familiar row of decorative knots along the top. Grandmother had worn such a comb in her hair nearly every day. Grandfather had given it to her as a gift when they courted. She would never have parted with it willingly.


    “The poor lady is quite frail, I’m afraid. In fact, Mr. Radcliffe fears that if his niece fails to join them, Mrs. Anderson won’t live to see another day.”


    Letty surged upward from her crouched position behind the fern at the edge of the hall. She quickly sheathed her knife, dropped it into her skirt pocket, then strode into the front entryway. “I’ll go.”


    “Letty! No!” Her mother spun toward her, distress crashing through her icy composure.


    Despite her mother’s rebuke, not a single hesitation fluttered in Letty’s heart. For that organ was inexorably tied to the woman who had raised her, loved her, and supported her for the last fifteen years. Grandmother had been her entire world—her family, her mentor, her friend. Yes, her uncle was using her love for Grandmother as leverage and likely planned to kill them both, but if Letty didn’t go, he’d kill Grandmother for certain, and she’d not be able to live with the stain that result would leave on her conscience.


    Uncle Drake wasn’t the only one with a plan, she reminded herself as she strode forward to meet the scavenger eyeing her in triumph. The Lord had one, too, and the burst of conviction that had pushed her out of hiding felt like his guidance. She prayed she wasn’t mistaken.


    “Well, there you are.” The man in black stepped forward to greet her. His predatory smile made her stomach churn, but she took a page from her mother’s book and smoothed her features to hide her apprehension. “Your uncle will be overjoyed to see you alive and well, my dear.”


    Letty looked down her nose at her uncle’s minion. “You and I both know that statement is false. Now, take me to my grandmother. She’s ill, and I intend to care for her.”


    The raven shook his head and chuckled. “You got gumption, girl. I’ll give you that.” His polished manners fell away like a discarded mask. He turned to his men. “You heard her, boys. To the carriage.”


    “Fellows?” Mama called without turning her head away from the man in black.


    “I’m here, madam.”


    Letty glanced over her shoulder, only slightly surprised to see the elderly butler step out of the shadows at the back of the hall.


    “Scarlett and I will be going out. I’m not sure when we’ll return. Carter will need to see to the dog.”


    “I’ll inform him at once, madam.”


    The man in black shot a glare first toward Fellows, then over to Mama. “Just so we’re clear, this is a private party. Any uninvited guests who attempt to gain entry will be treated as trespassers and shot on sight. Understood?”


    Fellows didn’t so much as blink.


    Affronted by the servant’s lack of acknowledgment, the man in black huffed as he pivoted and grabbed hold of Letty’s arm. In an instant, Rusty was on his feet, a growl rumbling in his throat. The man dropped Letty’s arm and reached for his gun. Letty hurried to Rusty’s side, crouched beside him, and wrapped her arms around his neck.


    “Shh. It’s all right.” She moved into his line of sight and waited for his gaze to meet hers. She leaned her face close to his and whispered in his ears. “Find Philip, boy. He’ll know what to do.” If her uncle hadn’t already disposed of him. But, no. She wouldn’t think that way. Philip was alive. He had to be. Straightening away from the wolf, she gave him a final pat. “Stay with Carter, Rusty. I’ll be home soon.”


    Letty turned back to their abductor and frowned at the gun in his hand. “He won’t bother you as long as you keep your hands to yourself.”


    “I think I’ll hang on to this just the same.” He waved the gun toward her and Mama. “To the carriage, ladies.”


    Letty clasped her mother’s arm. “You don’t need to come, Mama. This is my battle to fight. You have others who depend on you.”


    Mama’s eyes glowed with a ferocity Letty had never witnessed. “I’m going. You are my daughter, and I will not send you to face Drake on your own. Besides, he has my mother. I’m not about to let him take her from me before I have the chance to see her again.”


    Letty’s heart swelled at the clear evidence that her mother really did care more for her than the businesses. Feeling as if her strength had just doubled, Letty lifted her chin. “Together, then?” She extended her hand.


    Her mother took it and squeezed tight. “Together.”


    They marched hand in hand to the waiting carriage and climbed inside. Whatever fate awaited them, their love for each other and for their God would see them through.
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    A crash of some sort registered at the edge of Philip’s awareness, jostling him away from a peaceful oblivion and slowly tugging him back toward a world of pain. His head throbbed, his shoulders felt as if they were being torn from their sockets, and nerves pinched in his neck. Oblivion beckoned him to return. Why not escape the pain a little longer? Dream of Letty. Holding her. Kissing her.


    Something wet touched his lips, halting his slide into the black waters of unconsciousness.


    Letty?


    Philip struggled to break free of oblivion’s hold and kick to the surface. The kiss came again, but it had distorted somehow. It was too wet, too wide, too . . . smelly.


    “Wake up, already, Sleeping Beauty.” The low voice was far too masculine and exasperated to belong to Letty.


    The kissing intensified, covering his entire chin with slobber. What on earth was happening to him?


    Pushing through the pain, Philip concentrated on opening his eyes. Suddenly the pressure on his shoulders released as his arms fell free of their confines. Ropes. He’d been bound. Someone was cutting him free.


    “Come on, Carmichael.” A hand clasped his aching shoulder and gave him a shake. “Radcliffe has the women. We gotta go.”


    Letty!


    Philip forced his eyes open just in time to see a giant wolf tongue come in for another swipe. Rusty crouched in front of where Philip lay on his side, licking his face as if someone had drizzled him with honey.


    He groaned and rolled away from the wolfish kiss, lifting his newly freed arm to scrub his sleeve over his face. “I’m up,” he grunted, finally prying his lashes apart to identify his rescuer. “Carter? How did you find me?”


    The stable master finished slicing through the ropes at Philip’s ankles, then gave him a hand up. The world spun, and Philip staggered back a step, nearly tripping over the prone guard sprawled on the shed floor, an overturned shovel discarded beside him.


    “Easy there.” Carter grabbed his elbow and steadied him. “Take a minute to find your bearings. You’ve got a pretty big goose egg on the back of your skull.”


    Philip’s stomach churned, but he fought down the nausea as Carter’s earlier words solidified through the haze slowly clearing from his mind. “Letty. Where is she?”


    “Radcliffe’s got her. Her mother, too. Sent his henchman and a pair of muscled thugs to collect them. Took out Harper and forced their way inside.” Carter spat his disgust onto the floor. “According to Fellows, the cretin in charge produced something that belonged to Mrs. Anderson, proving they held her captive. Basically threatened to kill her if Miss Scarlett didn’t go with him. And of course, the missus wasn’t about to let her daughter go alone. They threatened to kill both ladies if anyone interfered, but we figured Radcliffe would likely kill them anyway to keep them from testifying against him, so I set out with the wolf while Fellows went to inform Stefan and the law.” He patted Rusty’s side. “I didn’t want to alert anyone up at the house, so we approached from the rear. This fella picked up your scent right away and led me right to the garden shed. Guess they planned to dispose of you later.”


    A cheerful thought. But he’d rather be alive with a throbbing lump on his head than dead and unable to help Letty.


    Philip thought back to his visit that morning. “He’s got half a dozen men standing guard at the front of the house, four at ground level, and at least two roaming the balconies on the upper floors.”


    “I spied a couple roaming the rear grounds as well. The carriage house and garden shed will keep us hidden initially, but if we try to approach the house, chances are good that we’ll be spotted.”


    Philip frowned. “Any ideas?”


    Carter scratched at his beard. “When Lowell Radcliffe first hired me, he had me drive him and the missus out here a couple of times before he cut ties with his brother. There’s a tower of sorts on the west side of the house. No doors or balconies. Briars left to grow wild around it. No way to patrol that side. And no need, really. The lair is impenetrable.”


    “The lair?”


    Carter nodded. “That’s what he calls it. On account of his dragon nickname. From what I hear, the tower has become legendary among the elite. If rumor is to be believed, the room is filled with all sorts of antique weaponry. A suit of armor, swords, even a working guillotine. I’ve heard he chops watermelons in half with it at parties.”


    Philip’s jaw tightened. “Sounds like the perfect place to try to intimidate a pair of women.”


    Tamping down his anger, he scanned the small shed looking for anything he could use as a weapon. His gun had been confiscated at some point. Not surprising. What was surprising was his guard’s lack of weapon. The fellow looked more like a household servant than a hired gun. Which made sense, he supposed. Why waste a mercenary on babysitting duty when the captive had been incapacitated? A gardener or groom would suffice. With Philip trussed up, they probably hadn’t expected a weapon to be necessary. And if Carter and Rusty hadn’t come along, they would have been right.


    A selection of garden implements hung on the back wall. Philip grabbed a hatchet and a wicked-looking billhook used for trimming hedges. Ought to work on thornbushes, too.


    “Grab that ladder.” Philip tipped his head in the direction of the item in question. “If the best way in is through the thorns, then let’s get chopping.”


    Carter lifted the ladder down and angled it so it would fit through the doorway. “I spotted a footpath leading around to the back of the house. Probably one the gardener uses. If we’re lucky, it might get us to that tower unseen.”


    “It’s as good a plan as any,” Philip said. “Lead the way.”


    ****


    Letty and her mother climbed the narrow staircase to a room the man in black had called the lair. He followed behind them, his gun finally stowed. Apparently, he didn’t consider women much of a threat. The heaviness of the blade in her pocket tempted her to prove him wrong, but now was not the time to make a move. She had to ensure Grandmother’s safety first.


    A door stood open at the top of the stairs. Mama swept inside as if she knew exactly where she was going. Letty did her best to imitate her mother’s confident stride as she crossed the threshold, but the strangeness of the large chamber caused her to stumble slightly.


    What kind of place was this? Heavy iron sconces sported open flames that cast eerie shadows upon the stone walls. A suit of armor stood sentry in one corner, a set of stocks on display in another. Good heavens! Was that a guillotine? A shiver coursed down her spine. Swords, shields, and a pair of battle-axes decorated the wall across from the entrance. A large tapestry depicting a fire-breathing dragon hung above the hearth. Next to the hearth sat an ornately carved wooden chair set high on a dais. And in that chair sat a man with features that reminded her of her father, yet the maleficence radiating from him made it clear that his soul was as dark as her father’s had been light.


    Drake Radcliffe rose from his throne like some kind of self-declared king and descended the dais steps to greet them.


    “Scarlett. At last. How lovely to have you returned to us.” His smile faded as he regarded her mother. “Leah.”


    “Drake.” Mama stared at him, her gaze penetrating and unwavering.


    Apparently unable to withstand the righteousness of the accusation in her eyes for more than a moment, he turned his attention to his hired man. “Excellent work, Davis. I see your powers of persuasion are as strong as ever.”


    Davis closed the door behind him and slid the bolt closed. “The ladies were quite cooperative once I explained the situation to them.”


    Enough of this farce. She might be the mouse in this scenario, but that didn’t mean she had to sit back and let the cat toy with her until he grew bored. There were more important matters to attend to.


    Letty stepped forward, fists clenched at her sides. “Where’s my grandmother?”


    Uncle Drake lifted a brow. “Impatient little baggage, aren’t you?”


    Letty raised her chin, calling to mind the words from Psalm 56 that Grandmother had trained her to memorize in her youth—for such a time as this. “In God I have put my trust; I will not fear what flesh can do unto me.”


    She eyed her uncle with disdain. “I’m here for one reason only—to fetch my grandmother. Where is she?”


    “I’m here, Letty.” The wobbly voice echoed from behind a large curtain.


    Uncle Drake cursed under his breath, stomped to the far side of the room like a petulant child, and dragged the curtain back with a flourish. Behind it stood a raised bedstead so large that it nearly swallowed its pale occupant.


    “What did I tell you about ruining my surprise, Flora?” He drew back his palm and slapped Grandmother across the face. She tumbled backward onto the pillows, a chain jangling at her movement. He had her in manacles? The man was barbaric!


    “Stop!” Letty launched herself toward the bed, but a pair of strong arms grabbed her from behind.


    “Not so fast, girlie.” Davis’s smug tone lit a fire in her belly, but his grip proved effective and bruisingly painful.


    He dragged her over to a roughhewn table and forced her into a hard wooden chair. This section of the room had been set up to resemble a more domestic medieval setting. A side table stood against the back wall bedecked with crockery and candlesticks. A washstand was positioned next to the bed, and a spinning wheel sat near the only window in the entire chamber.


    The moment Davis released his hold on her, Letty leaned forward, desperate to get a better view of the bed. “Grandmother? Are you all right?”


    “‘Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me.’”


    “Shut up, woman.” Uncle Drake drew his hand back again, but Mama had anticipated his bullying and had already rushed forward to plant herself between him and her mother.


    “Does it make you feel strong to beat defenseless women, Drake? Was it not enough to chain her like an animal?” Her eyes ran over him, disgust twisting her features. “You shame the Radcliffe name.”


    His face turned a mottled red. “My brother shamed the Radcliffe name the moment he shared it with you!” He raised his hand as if to strike her, but a wolf howled somewhere outside, halting his arm midswing.


    Drake jerked his gaze toward the window, his eyes wide as his arm fell to his side. His startlement proved fleeting, however, for in the next breath, he grunted and regained his scowl.


    He marched toward the table, picked up a leather portfolio at the far edge, then slammed it down in front of her. “It’s time to right the wrong your father did to me. Radcliffe Shipping belongs to me, as do all the proceeds from its subsidiaries and investments. Now that you are fully in control of Lowell’s fortune, it is up to you to restore what is rightfully mine.” He opened the portfolio and took out a thin stack of papers. “These documents designate me as the sole custodian of the company shares and financial trust left to you by your father. If you sign them, you, your mother, and your grandmother will be free to go and will never be bothered by me again. Refuse, and Davis will dose your granny with enough ether to ensure she never wakes.”


    He fetched a pen-and-ink stand from the back table and thumped them down by her right hand.


    Letty looked to the bed, to the woman who had raised her. The woman who was more mother than grandmother to her. Tears misted her eyes. She couldn’t just watch her grandmother die. The money meant nothing to her. Grandmother meant everything.


    Grandmother struggled to lift herself up on one elbow. Mama leaned in to prop her up.


    “Don’t you sign that paper, Letty girl.” Grandmother’s body might be frail, but her voice carried the strength of iron. “I’m ready to meet my Maker.”


    Drake forced the pen into Letty’s hand and pinched her fingers around the casing.


    Tears fell from her eyes as she shook her head. “I can’t let you go.”


    “Yes, you can. You must. The minute you sign that paper, you sign the death warrant for both you and your mama. His promise is nothing but sand in the wind.”


    “Davis!” Uncle Drake yelled. “Get the ether.”


    The man in black scurried over to the washstand, took up a glass bottle, and unstoppered it. He poured a liberal amount into a folded rag, filling the room with a sickly sweet smell. He crept toward Grandmother, rag in hand.


    Uncle Drake pounded the table next to Letty, making her jump. “Sign!”


    A wolf bayed again, but this time the sound had no effect on her uncle. It did, however, have an effect on Letty. For she recognized the timbre of that call.


    “All right! I’ll do it.” She dipped the nib in the ink, moving as slowly as she possibly could.


    Please, Lord, let that be a sign from you.


    Closing her ears to her mother’s urging that she put the pen down, and turning her face so she could no longer see the carrion bird swooping down on Grandmother with his deadly elixir, Letty set pen to paper, praying the dragon in his greed would be too consumed with her to notice the small scratching noises coming from the other side of the stone wall.


    As her pen began shaping the curve of the S, her left hand clasped the hilt of the knife in her skirt pocket. As she worked the leather sheath away from the blade, the window crashed inward, followed by the boots and body of her favorite Pinkerton.
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    Fingers gripping the decorative stone frame above the window, Philip pushed off the side of the tower with his legs, then crashed through the glass feet first. The moment his body hit the floor, he launched up into a crouch, grabbing the weapons he’d tucked into his belt. Hatchet in one hand, billhook in the other. He scanned the room, trying to make sense of the erupting chaos. A howl of pain drew his attention to a table on his right, where Letty had just stabbed her knife into a large man’s thigh.


    She ran around the table, heading for a display of small swords on the far wall. “Save Grandmother!”


    Philip sprang upward and pivoted to the left, spying Leah Radcliffe jumping atop an ornately carved bed and flinging herself onto the back of a familiar-looking man pressing a rag against Flora Anderson’s face.


    Not wanting to risk hitting one of the women, he kept hold of his weapons and charged the bed. He dropped the billhook on the floor at the side of the bed and swiped the rag away from Flora’s face. She sputtered and coughed. He moved to help her sit up, but a crash drew his attention to the foot of the bed, where a man with bushy sideburns and skewed spectacles had knocked a porcelain washbasin to the floor as he fought to rid himself of Leah Radcliffe.


    With a roar, he slammed himself backward into the wall, smashing her against the stone and finally breaking her hold. He flung her off, throwing her into a spinning wheel. The wheel splintered at the force of her collision, but it was the gun the man pulled from his coat and aimed at her chest that galvanized Philip into action.


    He flung the hatchet. The blade sank into the man’s shoulder. The man screamed. The gun fired. Wide. It fired wide—thank God—pinging off the stone to the left of his intended target. Philip scrambled across the bed and tackled the man, knocking the gun from his weakened grasp as the man crumpled. He whimpered but offered no resistance as Philip’s punch rammed into his jaw and rendered him unconscious. As Philip watched for signs of a further threat, recognition dawned. Elmer Davis. The annoying salesman that dogged Philip’s every move in his search for Letty. He must have doubled back and uncovered Flora’s location after Philip and Letty left for Houston.


    “Drake, no!” Leah Radcliffe’s anguished shout brought Philip’s head around.


    He yanked the hatchet from Davis’s shoulder just as he used to yank his ax from the woodpile back on the family farm and spun to face the next threat. Only it wasn’t Letty’s mother in danger, but Letty herself.


    “If you had just died in that fire fifteen years ago like you were supposed to, none of this would have happened.” Drake Radcliffe, blood darkening his trouser leg, grunted as he forced Letty’s neck into the guillotine.


    Philip’s blood turned to ice as time itself seemed to freeze. In a heartbeat, he absorbed the scene. Letty’s belly pinned against the bench, Drake’s knee on her back. Her arms braced against the frame as she desperately tried to pull away from the locking mechanism that would secure her head in place. Drake’s hand full of her beautiful auburn hair, yanking her neck across the opening.


    One truth pounded in Philip’s head. He’d not be able to get to her in time. Even as he leapt forward to circle the bed, Drake snapped the upper head bar in place, straightened, and grabbed the trigger rope to hoist the blade to the top of the structure.


    Killing Drake would release the rope and kill Letty. Philip’s gaze shifted to a different target. One much narrower and more difficult to hit. He adjusted his path, widening his circle as he ran instead of charging Drake head on.


    Just like all those times Dad and I threw axes at the knothole on the old oak back home.


    Only it was nothing like that.


    Guide my hand, he prayed as he drew back his arm and let the hatchet fly.


    Drake released the rope.


    A woman screamed.


    Steel buried itself into wood a heartbeat before steel clanged against steel.


    Philip didn’t stop to admire the hatchet embedded in the guillotine frame less than a foot from the top of the mechanism or sigh in relief that the severing blade’s descent had been successfully blocked. No, he charged Drake Radcliffe and tackled him to the ground. The man kicked and writhed as he called curses down on Philip’s head and managed to land a lucky blow when his knee collided with Philip’s chin. The shock of the hit caused Philip’s grip to slacken momentarily, allowing Drake to slither through his hands. Philip grabbed for the man’s legs and dug his thumb into the bloody gash on his wounded thigh. Drake shouted and twisted to escape the pain. Philip used his momentum against him, flipped him onto his back, and pounced atop his chest. Ignoring the glancing blows of Drake’s fists bouncing off his arms and shoulders, Philip grabbed the front of Drake’s shirt and lifted his head off the floor. He smashed his fist into Drake’s jaw so hard, he threw himself forward in the process. He reared back, ready to punch again, but there was no need. The older man was out cold.


    Philip craned his neck around, Letty’s name falling from his lips, but he needn’t have worried. Her mother had tied off the trigger rope and was unfastening the wooden collar. A moment later, Letty was free of the vile machine, and Philip took his first full breath since crashing through the window.


    Mother and daughter wept in each other’s arms while Philip dragged Drake’s prone form over to the pillory so proudly on display in the corner. After locking the man’s head and arms in place, Philip pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and tied it around the wound in Radcliffe’s leg. Heaven knew the man didn’t deserve such treatment, but Philip administered aid anyway. There’d been enough execution attempts in this room already.


    As Philip moved to the bed to check on Flora and release her from her bonds, a pounding sounded against the chamber door. Fearing a wave of Drake’s men intended to break through the portal, Philip shouted for the women to take cover, claimed Davis’s fallen gun, and braced himself for war.


    “Leah?” A muffled voice called through the door. “Leah, it’s Stefan. I’ve got two dozen men from the oil mill with me. They’ve disabled the guards and are holding them until Sheriff Erichson arrives. You hear that, Drake? It’s over!”


    Lowering his gun and shooting a prayer of gratitude heavenward, Philip stepped forward and unbolted the door.


    “You’re right, Anderson,” Philip said as he opened the door. “It is over.”


    A handful of men ran into the room, eager to assist in dragging the guilty parties downstairs. Stefan rushed to his mother’s side and tended to her while Leah Radcliffe reassured her loyal employees that she was well. She clung to Letty all the while, understandably loath to let her go.


    Letty’s hair was a tangled mess, tear streaks stained her cheeks, and her dress sported rips in several places, but she was alive. Philip’s chest swelled with gratitude. Their gazes met through the throng of people, and Philip caught her mouthed, Thank you. He tipped an invisible hat and bowed to her, the smile that stretched across her face pinching his heart.


    The danger plaguing her truly was over, but so was Philip’s excuse to remain by her side. The time had come to step away from the woman he loved, and he wasn’t sure he had the strength to do it.


    ****


    It took a few hours to get everything settled with the sheriff, the lawyers, and the Pinkerton office, but Philip gladly handled the details in order to spare Letty and her mother the grueling questions and inquiries. They had enough on their plate taking care of Letty’s grandmother. When Philip arrived at the house, Carter informed him that the physician had visited and declared Mrs. Anderson as feisty as ever, though he did prescribe no excitement or strenuous activity for the next few weeks.


    Philip left Steele in the capable hands of the stable master and made his way to the house. He had a promise to keep, one that had his heart pounding with equals parts dread and hope.


    Standing in front of the door, he pulled his hat off and fiddled with the brim as he summoned and discarded idea after idea regarding how to say what needed to be said. As he mentally wadded up idea number seven, the door opened on its own.


    Fellows stood on the other side, a bland look on his face. “I thought the knocker might be broken.”


    Heat crept up Philip’s neck. “Thanks. No telling how long I mighta stood there stewing in my own thoughts.”


    Fellows opened the door wide and showed him in. Strange to fall back on customary manners when yesterday he’d had a gunfight with a would-be assassin in this very entry hall. The butler took Philip’s hat and hung it on the hall tree, then gestured for Philip to follow him to the sitting room.


    “She’s been waiting for your arrival.”


    Philip’s brow creased. “Mrs. Radcliffe?”


    “No, sir. Miss Scarlett awaits your visit. Along with Mrs. Krouse as a chaperone, of course.” Fellows glanced over his shoulder. “She tends to doze off whenever she’s not bustling about the kitchen, though, so you’ll have some manner of privacy.”


    Surprise must have shown on Philip’s face for the butler nearly smiled. “Any man capable of slaying the dragon of Radcliffe Shipping deserves a private moment with his lady.”


    Oh, how he wished she was his lady. But then, that was why he was here, wasn’t it? To plant seeds and pray they grew into future happiness.


    As Fellows opened the door to the sitting room, a strange familiarity hit him. Walking into this room to meet Leah Radcliffe for the first time, to hear her story, and take on her case. When he entered this time, however, a different redheaded woman rose from the blue settee to greet him. Only she didn’t wait for him to come to her. She ran to him, wrapped her arms about his middle, and pressed her face against his chest.


    Had any torture ever been so sweet? It didn’t matter that they had an audience of servants discreetly looking at carpets and knitting needles, Philip folded his arms around Letty and bent his cheek until it rested atop her hair.


    Man, but it felt good to hold her. Not only to reassure himself that she was indeed alive and well, but to tantalize himself with the dream that she might one day be his.


    “Thank you, Philip.” She loosened her embrace and tipped her head back until he could look directly into those mesmerizing hazel eyes. “You saved us. All of us.”


    He basked in her adoration, even as he warned himself not to get so lost in being her hero that he forgot to be her friend.


    His arms unwound themselves from her back as he retreated a step and edged toward the sitting area. “Carter and Rusty saved me first.” His fingers slid down her arm until they snagged on hers. It seemed neither of them were ready to let go completely. “But I think we both know who really deserves the credit.”


    Letty followed him to the settee and lowered herself to the cushion, tightening her hold on his hand to ensure he didn’t wander off. Biting back a smile, he acquiesced and sat beside her. Even let her hold his hand hostage without making a single escape attempt.


    She squeezed his fingers, her face so earnest it made his pulse throb. “I’ve sent up so many prayers of thanksgiving in the last few hours, I’m sure I’ve made quite a mess of the holy throne room.”


    His smile tugged free of its confines. “Somehow I don’t think the Almighty will mind that particular mess.”


    They both grew silent, the only sound in the room the quiet clinking of Mrs. Krouse’s knitting needles in the far corner of the room.


    Philip searched for the right words, but every phrase that entered his mind felt wrong.


    Beside him, Letty sighed, and her shoulders dipped. “You’re leaving, aren’t you?”


    Philip closed his eyes for a second, his heart aching at her forlorn acceptance. His need to assuage that pain overrode his need to find the right words. “I am, but not because I don’t want to stay.”


    She turned to face him, her face brightening just a bit. “Do you have a new assignment?”


    How easy it would be to use work as an excuse, but she deserved his full honesty. He shook his head. “No, though I imagine I’ll have one soon enough. I’m leaving because I want to give you time to discover who you are as Scarlett Radcliffe, heir to the Radcliffe fortune.”


    Her face scrunched up in a frown that he might have found adorable if it hadn’t been aimed in his direction. “I know who I am, Philip. What name I go by doesn’t matter. The size of my bank account doesn’t matter, either. At least it shouldn’t. Not to the man I love. The man who I believe loves me.”


    Hearing her declaration, even when said in frustration, made his heart soar. He lifted her hand from the sofa cushion and wrapped his other hand on top of where their fingers laced together. “I do love you, Letty. And I don’t care two figs about your money. I never have. What I care about is not taking advantage of your innocence and trapping you in a relationship you might later regret because you never had the chance to meet other men or experience life as one of Houston’s elite. There is another world out there that is vastly different from what you experienced on your grandmother’s homestead. One filled with advantages and opportunities you’ve never imagined. You might find that it fulfills something in you that life with a simple man could never accomplish. I don’t want to rob you of that.”


    She stiffened and pulled her hand from his. “Just because I’ve lived most of my life in seclusion doesn’t mean I’m naïve. Nor am I flighty. Do you really think that if I committed myself to you, I’d look twice at another man? When I give my heart, I give it completely, Philip, and I’ve already given it to you.”


    Tears misted her eyes, and his chest felt as if Radcliffe’s guillotine had just sliced through it.


    “Sweetheart, no. I don’t doubt your loyalty for a second. It’s one of the things I love most about you. I trust you completely, and there are only about ten people in this world that I can say that about, and more than half are related to me.”


    Hope sparked in her eyes again, burning away some of the hurt and giving him the courage to continue.


    “You are a rare treasure, Letty.” He gently reclaimed her hand, breathing easier when she offered no resistance. “I know that because I’ve seen what this world has to offer, and in my eyes, none of it can hold a candle to you. I want you to have the same chance to make an informed decision. To see what the world has to offer before making a choice with lifelong consequences.”


    Something shifted in her gaze. “You’re afraid that Scarlett Radcliffe won’t love you the way Letty Hood does.”


    The starkness of the statement cut through his altruistic motives to uncover a seed of truth beneath his good intentions. He dipped his head, staring at their hands instead of her face.


    “Yeah, I guess I am.” He sighed softly, then forced himself to meet her gaze. “Money changes people, Letty. And while I don’t believe it will change your character or your heart, there is a chance it will change your priorities. Wealth comes with a lot of power and responsibility.” He stroked the back of her hand with his thumb and smiled. “I have no doubt that you are going to do amazing things with what you’ve been given. You will bless countless lives, just as your mother has done. But like your mother, you might find that in order to do the most good, you have to let go of things you love.”


    Let go of him.


    Her posture straightened, but not with the stiffness he’d noticed earlier. She didn’t pull away from him. In fact, she leaned closer.


    “How long?” she asked.


    Philip struggled to make sense of the question. “What?”


    “How long do I need to live as Scarlett Radcliffe before you’ll trust that my mind won’t be swayed?”


    He swallowed. He should probably say a year, but he just couldn’t make those words form on his tongue. “Six months?”


    She gave a sharp nod. “Done. But you can’t leave me high and dry. I’ve been abandoned by people I love before, and even knowing they had good reasons didn’t make it easier. It left me doubting my worth and their affection. I don’t want that to happen to us. So I’ll agree to take six months to figure out what it means to be the Radcliffe heiress as long as you write to me once a week and stop by to see me at least once a month.”


    “Done.” He’d seriously doubted his ability to stay away from her for an entire month anyway. “Any other conditions?”


    “Just one.” She glanced away from him. “Mrs. Krouse? Would you please fetch my shawl? I’ll be seeing Mr. Carmichael off in a moment, and I’d like to have my wrap.”


    The knitting needles stopped their quiet clinking. The housekeeper rose and bobbed a curtsy. “Right away, miss.” Her eyes twinkled with delight, though they narrowed as she focused on him. “I’ll be back in just a moment.”


    Philip’s collar suddenly felt tight. What was Letty about?


    She didn’t make him wait long. “A kiss,” she blurted the moment the housekeeper exited the room. Red instantly suffused her cheeks at the words, but she held her ground and tilted her chin in a stubborn line. “The only way for a princess to know if she’s found her true love is through a kiss. Scarlett’s been asleep for fifteen years. I need to know if you can awaken her, or if I should search for someone else.”


    As in, kiss someone else? His jaw clenched as the idea scraped against his skin like a rusty razor. Yes, he’d just been advocating for her to see what other men had to offer so that she could make an informed decision on who might be best for her. But that wasn’t supposed to include kissing!


    Philip lifted a hand to her face. If she wanted to be kissed, he’d kiss her with every ounce of his soul.


    He held her gaze, pulling back the curtain that had been hiding the depth of his passion and desire so she could see the intensity of his love. Her eyes widened slightly, and her mouth parted on a small indrawn breath. His focus dropped to her lips, and his heart pounded so hard he became light-headed.


    A hunger built in him, obliterating his need to prove himself worthy and leaving only a need to meld his heart with hers. He leaned forward and gently pressed his lips to hers. A tender touch. Soft. Barely there. Just enough to set his lips to tingling with the desire for more. So he tasted her again, curling his fingers around her nape to draw her closer.


    A tiny purr rumbled in her throat, heating his blood. He brought his second hand up and cupped her cheek, deepening their kiss until he could feel her kissing him back. The princess had been fully awakened. But so had he. His senses pulsed with awareness, with sensitivity. Taste, touch, smell, and sound—everything heightened and attuned entirely to her. Man alive, but she was sweet. He crossed his mouth over hers again and again. His chest swelled with a love he’d never known. Protective. Passionate. Possessive. He’d been a fool to think he could ever give her up. They belonged together. Forever.


    Loud, clomping footsteps echoed in the hall. The sound caused Letty to jump and brought Philip back to reality. He ended the kiss but held her close for one precious heartbeat longer. His forehead pressed against hers as their unsteady breaths mingled in the charged air between them.


    “I love you, Letty.”


    He prayed his love would be enough.
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    How could six months feel both like an eternity and a blink of an eye? Letty tied the string on her hooded cape, then pressed a hand to her twittering belly. Probably the same way she could be both excited and terrified at the prospect of seeing Philip this afternoon. It seemed she was destined to be a study in contradictions. Heiress and simple country girl. Society’s darling and society’s outsider. Known to the world as Scarlett Radcliffe yet known to the man she loved as Letty Hood.


    That was how he addressed his letters to her. She smiled as she ran a finger over the blue ribbon that bound the collection of letters sitting on the dressing table in her room at Grandmother’s house. More than two dozen, all addressed to Letty Hood. Not because he wanted to keep her from becoming Scarlett Radcliffe, but because he understood who she was at her core. Yes, she’d donned the Radcliffe name to move about in society and to help her mother take over the management of Radcliffe Shipping now that Uncle Drake was in prison, but that name didn’t reflect her true self. Society, wealth, and prestige meant little. At her heart, she was a simple girl who loved to romp in the woods, tussle with wolves, and dedicate herself to her family and her Lord.


    Besides, if everything went the way she hoped today, her last name would no longer matter. Neither Radcliffe nor Hood would have a hold on her any longer. Carmichael would become her new identity.


    “Are you ready?” Mama’s soft voice carried from the doorway to her chamber.


    Letty pivoted, knots tightening in her belly. “Do you think I’m being too bold? What if he thinks I’m trying to run his life without giving him a say in the matter? He’s made it clear that he wants to be the one who provides for me, not the other way around.”


    Mama crossed into the room and clasped both of Letty’s hands in hers. “There is little in this life we can be sure of beyond God’s authority and goodness, but when that young man looks at you, I’m reminded of the way your father looked at me. Philip loves you, Letty. Deeply. With that kind of love, nothing is impossible. If two people as opposite as your father and I could find a way to create a happy life together, you and Philip should have no trouble at all.”


    They might not have had a lot of practice being mother and daughter, but somehow Mama still knew exactly what Letty needed to hear. Squeezing her mother’s hands, Letty pulled her into a hug. “Thank you.”


    Daddy had been wise to designate Mama the owner of their subsidiary companies. Over these last months, Letty had the chance to see Mama interact with her employees firsthand. Not only did she lead with wisdom and a keen business acumen, but she genuinely cared about her workers. She walked the mill floor and addressed people by name, asking after their families and taking the time to listen to their concerns. No wonder so many had rushed to help when Uncle Drake had threatened her. Letty might have inherited a trust containing more money than she would ever need, but Mama had inherited the people. Of the two of them, Letty considered Mama the richer.


    When they separated, Mama brushed a finger under her eye, then patted Letty’s shoulder. “Your grandmother’s on the porch swing. She and Rusty are waiting for you.”


    Worries tamed for the moment, Letty allowed her excitement to take over as she trotted down the hall and out the front door. Birdsong greeted her as did a vista filled with stately pines and the calming trickle of a creek fed by the San Jacinto River.


    She never grew tired of the view. Her mother’s home in Houston sported beautifully manicured gardens and the wonders of modern comforts, such as electricity and regular ice delivery, but Letty’s soul hungered for the wilds of the country and came alive whenever she visited Grandmother’s home.


    “There you are.” Grandmother stilled the motion of the swing with the toe of her shoe against the porch floor. “I thought I was going to have to send Rusty in after you.”


    The wolf must have sensed Letty’s anticipation, for he immediately jumped to his feet, hurried over to her, and began circling her legs. Letty chuckled and reached down to pat his head. “Ready for a run, boy?”


    Rusty bounded down the porch steps, then turned back to spear her with an impatient glance.


    “All right. Go fetch Carter.”


    Rusty took off for the barn, where Carter would have Shadow saddled and ready.


    Grandmother watched the wolf run, a nostalgic smile blooming on her face. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I’m going to miss that creature when you move into your new place.”


    Letty laid a hand on her grandmother’s shoulder. “The two of you really bonded over the last few months, didn’t you?”


    “Yes. I might have to consider getting a dog after you go. Mr. Foreman down the road was telling me about his blue lacys. Said he’d be willing to sell me one. Might be nice to have the company.”


    Once the doctor had declared Grandmother fit enough to return to her home, she’d taken Rusty to her property outside of Houston, where he’d had lots of room to run and explore. Letty visited as often as she’d been able but not as often as she would have liked. Philip had been right about the responsibilities that came with being an heiress. The carefree adventuress she’d once been had been forced to mature into a woman of business and schedules.


    She’d learned much about herself in the past six months. She didn’t care for society dinners or the gossip people seemed to feast on more than the food being served. Yet she adored worshipping in a church where hundreds of voices lifted in unified song to praise the Lord. She didn’t enjoy dress fittings or overcrowded shops where people seemed to press in on every side, but browsing the shelves of a quiet bookshop or splurging on tea and cakes with her mother in the middle of the day felt like the height of luxury.


    Making friends had proven more challenging. People seemed to have a hard time seeing past the sensation of the return of the lost Radcliffe heiress. Some sought her acquaintance out of curiosity. Others were attracted to her wealth. There were a few who seemed genuinely interested in getting to know the woman behind the rumors, but Letty struggled to find time to nurture those relationships. Nurturing her relationship with her mother had taken precedence. And brought her great joy. Especially when Mama agreed to help her bring a special project to life. One very dear to Letty’s heart.


    Selecting the property for the venture had been easy, but the construction had progressed more slowly than expected. She’d wanted it to be finished for her grand unveiling today, but she’d have to settle for an outer shell with an empty interior. At least the sign she’d commissioned had been completed in time to be installed.


    “You know, both you and Mama will be welcome at our home as often as you can come. Heaven knows we’ll have plenty of room.”


    The new place wasn’t that far. An hour by buggy at the most. Less than that on horseback, which would make regular visits easy for her as well. Shadow already knew the trail by heart, and Letty had no intention of ever losing touch with her family again.


    Grandmother chuckled. “Be careful about extending open-ended invitations. I just might make a pest of myself.”


    “As if you ever could.” Letty bent down and kissed her grandmother’s cheek.


    “All right, all right. Enough of that.” Grandmother shooed her toward the edge of the porch. “We don’t want you to be late.” Grandmother’s eyes twinkled. “Go catch yourself a Pinkerton.”


    Letty grinned as her pulse thrummed inside her veins with barely contained enthusiasm. “Yes, ma’am.”


    Feeling a bit like Rusty, she bounded off the porch and over to the barn, where Carter had just brought Shadow out along with a mount of his own. Mama insisted she have a proper escort, and Letty didn’t balk. She needed the stable master’s help this afternoon to ensure her plan went off without a hitch.


    Carter detached Shadow’s lead line and nodded to Letty. “Ready, miss?”


    “Think you can keep up with me this time?” she teased.


    He grinned. “Doubtful. But I’ll do my best.”


    She laughed as she mounted, then patted her mare’s neck and clicked her tongue. Shadow took off like a shot, not even waiting for Carter to get his foot in the stirrup. Rusty kept pace, the two running in tandem as their mistress exulted over the wind in her face and the dream taking flight in her heart.


    ****


    Meet me at the old stagecoach inn where we met my mother’s carriage. Two o’clock in the afternoon on April 23. I have a surprise for you.


    Devotedly yours, 
Letty


    P.S. After six months of conversing with eligible gentlemen and living as the Radcliffe heiress, my heart still belongs to you. So if you don’t show up, I’m sending Rusty to fetch you.


    That postscript made Philip smile every time he read it, and he’d read it at least a dozen times since he’d received her letter two days ago. April 23. Exactly six months to the day since they’d shared that earth-shattering kiss. A kiss he’d relived hundreds of times in his mind during the intervening weeks.


    He’d done his best to keep his emotions in check when writing to her, talking more about his work and his family than his dreams of making her his bride, but his feelings had been harder to mask during their handful of in-person visits. It hadn’t helped that she’d not felt similarly compelled to demonstrate restraint. She’d spoken openly of her love and went out of her way to touch his arm or brush his fingers with hers or lean into his side whenever they found themselves in a carriage together. An occurrence she seemed to arrange whenever possible. Made it quite challenging for a man to focus on friendship instead of betrothal. Not that he was complaining. He’d prayed that she would choose a life with him—that he would be enough for her, even after she’d seen all that her new world had to offer. Her letter hinted—all right, more than hinted—that she had, and with his self-imposed deadline passed, he intended to give his feelings free rein and perhaps present her with a surprise of his own.


    Philip folded the letter and returned it to the inside pocket of his buckskin jacket, taking a moment to ensure the other item occupying the space was still where he’d placed it. The softness of a small velvet bag offered confirmation.


    He pulled his watch from his vest pocket and checked the time. One fifty. Close enough. Heart pumping at the thought of seeing his love in a few short minutes, Philip tucked his watch away, took up the reins, and nudged Steele into a trot. As he left the thickest section of forest behind, Philip sought out the old stage stop. But it wasn’t there. The broken-down corral had been replaced by new fencing attached to a large, newly constructed barn. And there was no sign of the dilapidated inn. Instead, a two-story structure large enough to house a small army rose up from the ground.


    Slender vines of unease wove their tendrils around his heart and began a choking squeeze. Was this where she wanted to live? In a giant house that would likely require a half-dozen servants to run properly? His gut clenched. Maybe she had changed. More than he’d realized. He’d pictured them sharing a small cabin in the woods. Someplace intimate. Someplace he could afford.


    He set his jaw as he urged Steele into a canter. Don’t go jumping to conclusions, Carmichael. You don’t know what this is. And even if it is where she wants us to make our home, living with her in a big house is better than living without her any place else. You can make it work. Might have to swallow a chunk of pride, but that’s doable. Heaven knows you got plenty to spare.


    As he rode into the yard, a welcoming bark made him smile as Rusty ran out to greet him. Philip reined Steele to a halt and dismounted, chuckling when the wolf immediately jumped and planted his front paws on Philip’s hip.


    “Miss me, buddy?” He grinned as he patted the wolf’s side. “I missed you, too. ’Course I missed Letty more. She’s a fair sight prettier than you, after all.”


    A woman in a familiar red hooded cape stepped out of the front door of the structure, and Philip lost all interest in Rusty. Gently pushing the wolf aside, Philip straightened and fixed his gaze on Letty. His breath caught as it always did when he first laid eyes on her after a long absence. She didn’t rush out to greet him as usual, however. Instead, she hung back, walking her fingers along the unpainted porch railing while nibbling on her lower lip as if she was nervous about something. Probably afraid he’d hate the house.


    Well, he’d just have to put her mind at ease. Working undercover had its advantages, after all. Taught a fellow how to hide his true reactions. He scanned the sweeping edifice that somehow seemed even larger up close and stuffed down his dread. Plastering a wide grin on his face, he strode forward, keeping his eyes on the woman he loved.


    An answering smile bloomed across her face and spurred her out of her hesitancy. She hurried down the steps and came into his arms as if she belonged next to his heart forever. A situation he fully supported. Hugging her close, he pressed a kiss to the top of her head, then loosened his hold enough to peer into her face.


    “Looks like you’ve been busy out here. Had me thinking I was in the wrong place. Is this the surprise you warned me about?”


    The lip nibble returned. A rather cute lip nibble. Though it made him hungry to get in on the action himself. Clearing his throat, he forced his gaze away from her mouth.


    Letty took his hand and led him a few strides away from the house, then she turned him to face the monstrosity.


    “Do you remember that night on the trail when we talked about what you might want to do with your life if you ever left the Pinkertons?”


    Philip thought back, trying to recall that particular conversation. Something about troubled boys and a school to rehabilitate delinquents before they grew into hardened criminals. His gut clenched as he examined the structure before him with new eyes. His heart beat a little faster. “Yes.”


    “Well, I’ve got a proposition for you.” She raised her outside arm to cup a hand around her mouth. “Now, Carter!”


    The stable master poked his head and shoulders through one of the upstairs windows and grabbed the edge of a large brown tarp hanging over the roof eaves. He gave a sharp tug, and the tarp fell away to reveal a carved wooden sign that declared the building’s identity in bold letters.


    THE LOWELL RADCLIFFE HOME FOR BOYS


    “Claiming my inheritance was never about me,” Letty murmured next to him. “It was always about stewarding my father’s legacy. But I wasn’t sure how to do that. When we ran into Dennis and Calvin Bullock, I felt an instant connection with those boys. Not only did I want to help them, but I wanted to continue to be a part of their lives, watching them grow into the men that God designed them to be. Then I encountered the widow who opened her home to us during that awful storm. Once she learned of our need, she didn’t cast judgment or ask questions about why I would be traveling alone with a man not my husband. Instead of handing out criticism or hiding herself away, she offered kindness and compassion. She opened part of her home, shared her food and supplies, and likely saved your life.


    “And then there’s my mother. Over the last several months, I’ve seen her passion for protecting and educating children play out in so many ways. Everything from advocating for new legislation to buying books for underfunded classrooms to hosting a picnic for the families of her employees.”


    Philip twisted slightly in order to see her face. She gazed at the house, a nostalgic look in her eyes. Yet when she turned her attention to him, it wasn’t visions of the past glowing in the hazel depths of her eyes but a dream for the future.


    “That night on the trail when you spoke of your desire to change the life trajectory of boys headed for trouble, you planted a seed in my mind that has taken root. An idea for a home that offers kindness instead of judgment, structure instead of criticism, love and family instead of ostracism and loneliness. A place to honor the two men I’ve loved most in my life. My father and you.”


    She shifted to stand in front of him and reached for his other hand. His pulse thrummed and his breathing shallowed, making him a bit light-headed.


    “Philip Carmichael, will you marry me and help me bring this empty home to life?”


    Leave it to Letty to throw convention to the wind and take care of business herself. Man, but he loved this woman. She was definitely going to keep him on his toes over the next fifty or so years.


    His smile stretched wider than the building behind her, but it was his heart that expanded the furthest. “Nothing would make me happier than to marry you, Letty Hood Radcliffe.”


    A small squeal erupted followed by a leap into his arms and a kiss so filled with love, it nearly buckled his knees. Or maybe that was Rusty ramming him from behind.


    Philip braced his legs apart to ensure no canine enthusiasm ruined the moment, then invested his full attention on the woman he loved. His palms ran over her back, and he pressed her tightly against his chest, his heart thundering with such force, his ribs ached. He deepened their kiss, his mind awash with amazement that Letty had chosen him. She could have had any man she wanted, and she’d chosen him. A cynical, soon-to-be ex-detective with a penchant for stubbornness. Love could indeed accomplish miracles.


    Recalling the little velvet bag in his pocket, he eased away from the kiss, keeping one arm firmly around her waist as he reached into his coat. Her hands slid from his neck to rest against his chest as her heels found the ground once again. Still slightly breathless from their kiss, and his pulse galloping all over creation, he fumbled a bit as he extracted the gift. The betrothal ring boasted no gems or detailed designs. It was a simple band of silver, but it glittered in the sunlight with a purity that matched the love pulsing in his chest.


    “I know it can’t compete with a house, but I brought a symbol to offer for our future, too. One that pledges fidelity, honor, and unending devotion.”


    Her fingers trembled as she took the ring. She must have caught a glimpse of the inscription on the inside, for she tipped the ring sideways and craned her neck as she slowly twisted the band.


    “‘At your side, wherever the road leads.’” She glanced up at him, tears dampening her lashes. “It’s perfect.”


    She held up her left hand in silent request. As he slid the ring onto her finger, the last of his doubts surrendered to certainty. Life with Letty would be an adventure. There’d be ruts to navigate and new trails to blaze, but with the Lord’s guidance, they’d find their way—together.
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      SHACKLEFORD COUNTY, TEXAS 
1894


      Casting a surreptitious glance over her shoulder, Noreen O’Sullivan tiptoed past the unoccupied Methodist church, then darted across Walnut Street toward the Albany schoolhouse. Heart palpitations brought on by self-imposed skulking shallowed her breathing. She paused to brace her back against a pecan tree and steady herself before approaching the school.


      Noreen had acquired many skills in the course of her twenty-seven years, but her arsenal had never included a talent for sneaking about in a clandestine manner. Yet the invitation someone slid beneath the door of her boardinghouse room two days ago had urged secrecy, so in a rare act of compliance on her part, she’d determined to make her attendance as covert as possible.


      Giving in to the whims of others was not exactly a hallmark of her character. Noreen possessed little patience for people wielding power over others just because they could. She’d rather blaze her own trail than follow someone she didn’t trust. It drove her mother to distraction. She begged Noreen to curb her defiant ways and practice biblical submissiveness. No man wanted to wed a woman who questioned him at every turn. Fine by her. She had no intention of becoming a husband’s chattel. She’d submit to God and to the laws of the land as the Good Book urged, but she’d not kowtow to men simply because society considered them the only citizens worthy of a vote.


      If something needed to be questioned, she’d question. If something needed to be opposed, she’d rail against it until things changed. Her brash attitude might make her unpopular, but she’d rather bear the stigma of being unliked than ignore the passion for reform burning in her chest. Noreen had seen firsthand what blind submissiveness had done to her mother, first with Noreen’s father and now with her mother’s second husband. She was a shell of a woman, timid, with no identity of her own. Noreen had no desire to follow in those footsteps. She might never have financial security, social standing, or children, but she’d have self-respect and her mission. It would be enough.


      Reaching into her skirt pocket, Noreen fingered the edge of the invitation. Thick, high-quality paper. Finer than what one would find in the general store. Probably special-ordered from a stationer in Dallas or even a shop back east. Usually, she despised what she considered the putting on of airs by the wealthy when they flaunted their privilege in subtle displays, but she’d set aside her cynicism when she’d seen the sender’s signature. Miss Hortense Lockwood, a woman Noreen had long admired.


      Well into her sixties, Miss Lockwood had never married and never apologized for her single state. As sister to the local banker, she wanted for nothing financially, but instead of using her wealth as an excuse not to involve herself in the plight of those beneath her standing, she was the first to volunteer to help the needy. She’d nursed sick children through the night to allow mothers to get some much-needed sleep, she hosted a widows’ tea every week in her home to encourage the elderly ladies in town, and she chaired a church committee that organized meals whenever a family in the area suffered a loss. Miss Lockwood might not be as outspoken as Noreen, but she was a reformer at heart, one who cared for the least of these, as Jesus had taught. A lady the entire town esteemed.


      And she’d personally invited Noreen to join a new society of ladies—“ladies uniquely positioned to aid in the betterment of their community” had been the precise wording. Her. Noreen O’Sullivan, bane of the Albany Town Council’s existence, had been invited to join Miss Lockwood’s organization. She’d worked hard to build up an immunity to social ostracism, so the warmth that flowed through her upon receiving the invitation had caught her off guard. It felt good to be included. Especially when this new society might very well be an answer to her prayers. If she could convince Miss Lockwood and her ladies to take on the cause of temperance, she might finally make headway toward closing down the Salt Fork Saloon, a feat she’d been unable to accomplish on her own, despite numerous attempts of increasing zealousness.


      Pushing away from the tree in the schoolyard, Noreen stole a quick glance back toward the street to ensure no late-evening strollers were about, then scurried the rest of the way up Schoolhouse Hill and eased open the door of the two-story frame building that served as the Albany public school. She hated arriving late, but it couldn’t be helped. Mrs. Winslow had allowed Noreen to leave her shift in the hotel kitchen thirty minutes early to accommodate her appointment, but that hadn’t accounted for the ten-minute walk between the hotel and school. Hopefully, she hadn’t missed anything of vital importance.


      Noreen moved through the foyer as quietly as possible, not wanting to disrupt the goings-on in the classroom ahead. Ignoring the staircase that led to the secondary room on the upper floor, she entered the room where her good friend Martha Evans taught the younger grades and looked around for an unobtrusive place to sit. Spotting Jane Cowan in her usual position in any room—the back corner—Noreen aimed that direction, not realizing until she was three steps into the room that Jane wasn’t ducking her head out of shyness.


      “. . . ask you, O Lord, to bless our endeavors.”


      Good gravy. They were praying. Noreen halted at once and bowed her head where she stood.


      “May we be vessels in your hand, prepared for good works, and eager to serve those around us in a manner that brings you honor and glory. In the name of Jesus we pray, amen.”


      Standing behind the lectern at the front of the classroom, Miss Lockwood lifted her face at the conclusion of her prayer. Her gaze immediately landed on Noreen. One brow raised slightly from behind her spectacles, but she quickly softened the censure with a smile. A rather thin smile, but the expression was more welcoming than the scowls Noreen usually collected from displeased townsfolk.


      Thankfully, the woman didn’t call her out for her tardiness, just turned to address the group of roughly a dozen ladies who’d gathered in the schoolhouse that night. Her smile brightened as she did so.


      “Take a look around the room, ladies.”


      Noreen dove into the small desk next to Jane, hoping no one saw her before she claimed a seat. Martha spied her, of course, since she was at the front of the room next to Miss Lockwood, but her friend just smiled, her eyes alight with good-natured teasing. Jane’s eyes, on the other hand, widened like those of a frightened fawn. When she realized Noreen was the one bursting into her quiet corner and not a stranger, however, she relaxed.


      “I’m glad you’re here,” Jane whispered, a sweet smile adding a radiance to her face that her shyness usually hid. “Miss Lockwood doesn’t seem quite so intimidating now.”


      Jane’s temperament was as opposite from Noreen’s as one could get. Quiet, bookish, and wanting nothing more than to go unnoticed. Many mistook her bashfulness for blandness. Nothing could be further from the truth. Jane was the kindest, most selfless person Noreen had ever met. Not to mention wise. She could see things from multiple perspectives instead of just her own and had saved Noreen from making regrettable decisions in the heat of the moment on more than one occasion.


      “The women in this room are your sisters,” Miss Lockwood was saying, her voice carrying all the authority of a minister preaching a sermon. “We are different ages and come from different backgrounds, but we share something in common, something beyond mere womanhood. We are all spinsters.”


      Noreen bristled as Jane squirmed in the next seat over, her face reddening in shame.


      “I see your discomfort with that term, and I share it. Spinster. Old maid. Maiden aunt. I’ve been called them all, even to my face. The terms are used to denote our difference from other women. To declare us strange or inferior because we lack husbands. Over the years, I’ve learned to let go of the hurt those terms inflict and to seek value not in the opinions of others but in the eyes of God. But in recent months, a desire has stirred within my breast to reclaim the term of spinster and transform it into a badge of honor. Single men are not looked down upon in society, so why should single women be ashamed of their unmarried state?”


      Noreen’s heart swelled to hear such a prominent woman espouse the beliefs she herself held. “Amen!”


      Heads swiveled to stare at her. Noreen held hers high, unapologetic. Miss Lockwood nodded, approval in her eyes. Approval. From a leading member of Albany society. Mother would’ve swooned had she been present.


      “Is this a suffrage meeting?” one middle-aged lady called out from a seat near the front. “I don’t hold with militant women marching in the streets and causing a ruckus. It’s unseemly, and I won’t be a part of such an organization.”


      Several heads nodded in agreement, causing Noreen to frown. Did these women not care that they had no voice in selecting the people and laws that governed them? All citizens deserved to be heard regardless of gender, skin color, or financial status. Miss Lockwood would set her straight.


      “No, Bertha. This is not a suffrage society.”


      What? Noreen’s frown deepened.


      “I’m not proposing we form a group to support any particular political or social agenda. What I hope to create is a sisterhood that supports one another and our community. Some of us live as spinsters by choice, others ended up on this path due to the twists and turns of an unpredictable life. No matter your story, every woman in this room can relate to the unique hardships you face. The pinch of loneliness that strikes in the dark of night, the ostracism that comes from living on the periphery of other people’s families, the frustration of not being taken seriously because we have no husband to defend our ideas, and the shame that comes from the careless words or disdainful glances from others that imply we are unnatural or broken in some way.”


      The words punctured Noreen’s chest and deflated her rigidity, leaving her slumped in her seat. Had Miss Lockwood peered directly into her heart? How else could she have described with such accuracy the secret insecurities and heartaches that Noreen battled in the darkness of her private thoughts? Surely, she didn’t suffer from such emotional distress?


      “You are not the only one to feel such things.” Miss Lockwood’s gaze landed on Noreen for a heartbeat as she swept the audience, and Noreen felt as if salve were being rubbed into the raw places that had just been exposed. “We have all experienced the pinch of those particular pangs. However, I have not brought us together tonight to commiserate and complain. No, my sisters. I wish to encourage and empower you. For you are of special worth in God’s sight, and he has work for you that no one else can accomplish.”


      She lifted an open Bible from the lectern and began to read. “Hear the words of the apostle Paul. ‘The unmarried woman careth for the things of the Lord, that she may be holy both in body and in spirit: but she that is married careth for the things of the world, how she may please her husband.’” She set the Bible down and gripped the edges of the lectern with both hands, her eyes lighting with fervor. “We have a freedom to care for the things of the Lord that married women do not possess. I propose that we form a society to do precisely that. To care for the things of the Lord and for each other. A secret society known only to its members. I do not propose secrecy because I am ashamed of my spinster sisters, but because anonymity will grant us freedom from public censure. The Lord himself promised that righteous deeds done in secret will be rewarded by the Father.


      “Now, I don’t expect anyone to give an answer tonight. I ask you to pray about it and give it careful consideration. Those who choose to join will make a commitment to be a supportive sister to each member and to uphold the standards of the organization as stated in the packet that Miss Evans will now distribute.” Miss Lockwood nodded to Martha, who rose from her seat and began handing out papers as if the ladies in attendance were part of her grammar school class.


      “Each of these packets contains a brief biographical sketch of an unmarried woman who made a positive impact on our world,” Martha said as she handed papers down the rows of seats. “Women like Clara Barton, Charlotte Brontë, Susan B. Anthony, Jane Austen, and Nellie Bly. Some were quiet in their influence. Others were more outspoken. But each chose to stand for what they believed to be right and were willing to overcome the obstacles the world stacked in their path.”


      Martha arrived at the back corner of the room and pulled a set of papers from the bottom of her stack. “I saved these for the two of you.” She handed the first packet to Jane. “I thought you might gain inspiration from Louisa May Alcott. I know how much you enjoyed Little Women.”


      Jane flushed with pleasure as she accepted the papers. “I might just read the novel again in her honor this week.”


      “How many times will that make?” Noreen teased.


      Jane ducked her head. “Eight.”


      “How can you enjoy a story when you already know everything that is going to happen?” Noreen adored Jane, but she didn’t always understand her. “Doesn’t that make it boring?”


      “Not at all. It’s like visiting old friends. The pleasantest of company.” Jane folded her papers and slipped them inside the cover of a book that had been hiding in the folds of her skirt.


      Of course. Jane never went anywhere without a book.


      Noreen returned her attention to Martha. “Who did you save for me?”


      Her friend offered a smug grin. “Someone I thought you might appreciate.”


      Noreen took the papers and flipped to the second sheet, her midsection aflutter. She scanned the top of the page. A name she knew well jumped out to greet her. Swallowing a delighted squeal, she beamed a smile at Martha. “Frances Willard?”


      Martha winked. “The president of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union.”


      A woman Noreen idolized and strove to emulate.


      “This is perfect.”


      Martha tapped the remaining papers against Noreen’s shoulder. “I know.” Martha made her way back up to the head of the class, and Miss Lockwood regained the audience’s attention as she went over the society standards.


      Noreen only listened with half an ear. She was too busy scanning the information Martha had pulled together on Frances Willard.


      She’d been president of a college for ladies? Noreen hadn’t known that. Hadn’t known that she’d worked a brief stint as the director of women’s meetings for Dwight L. Moody, either. Ms. Willard’s experience as a renowned lecturer came as no surprise, however. One of Noreen’s greatest dreams was to hear her speak in person. Yet she hadn’t realized the woman had spoken in all fifty states in 1883. Noreen had only been sixteen at the time, without means or opportunity to travel to wherever the woman had stopped in Texas. But if she ever came to Texas again, Noreen would travel as far as necessary to meet her hero.


      Noreen reached up to touch the small bow she wore pinned to her bodice over her heart. A white ribbon to symbolize purity, the badge of membership in the Women’s Christian Temperance Union. Her passion. Her calling. A calling she’d renew tonight. For Frances. And all the families, like her own, that had been destroyed by the evils of liquor.


      She’d grown lax of late. Hadn’t protested in nearly three weeks. Had allowed the patrons of the Salt Fork Saloon to fall back into complacency. Well, no more. Time to set the drunkards of Albany on the path to redemption.
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More from Karen Witemeyer

Beauty has been nothing but a curse to Penelope

Snow, and when her beauty is discovered, her mistress
arranges her disappearance. Texas Ranger Titus Kingsley
is assigned a robbery case tied to Penelope—and all
evidence points to her—but he might be convinced that
the fairest woman of all has a heart as pure as her last
name ... if only he can prove it.

Fairest of Heart
Texas EVER AFTER

When Samantha Dearing’s rancher father hosts a
ball to find her a husband, she balks at the prospect
of marrying a man not of her own choosing. After
a mystery guest saves her brother’s life and then
disappears, leaving only his boot behind, her search for
its owner leads to an ending more enchanting than she
imagined.

KAREN"
MWITEMEYE R I:ftheBOOtFltS
‘ Texas EVER AFTER

Spiced with Witemeyer’s signature blend of humor,
thrilling frontier action, and sweet romance, this
charming holiday novella collection includes three
novellas, “An Archer Family Christmas,” “Gift of the
Heart,” and a brand-new story, “A Texas Christmas
Carol,” along with a Christmas devotion, holiday recipes,
and fun facts about 1890s Christmas celebrations.

.
KA B
WITEMEYER Under the Texas Mistletoe

[/ BETHANYHOUSE

n Bethany House Fiction )
Free exclusive resources for your book

@BethanyHouseFiction group at BethanyHouseOpenBook.com

@Bethany_House & Signup for our fiction newsletter
today at BethanyHouse.com
J @BethanyHouseFiction
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Sign Up for
Karen’s Newsletter

Keep up to date with Karen'’s latest news on
book releases and events by signing up for
her email list at the link below.

KarenWitemeyer.com
FOLLOW KAREN ON SOCIAL MEDIA

n Karen Witemeyer’s Author Page
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CL'tty Hood has spent the last fifteen years of her life hldderyaw w1th

her grandmother in the backwoods of east Texas to escape the deadly

schemes of an uncle who wants her dead. Now, with her twenty-ﬁ.rst
birthday on the horizon, she is forced to accept the escort of a stranger
and return to Houston in secret so she can claim a birthright that will
make her one of the wealthiest women in Texas. If she lives long enough
to inherit.

b ¥
Pinkerton agent Philip Carmichael has one duty: get the Radcliffe heir-

- ~

ess home alive. Expecting a spoiled girl, Philip is surprised to encounter
a woman of rare strength with a kind soul and keen wit. As they journey
together, Letty’s resilience wins his admiration, breaking through his
hardened cynicism. Yet the threat to her survival grows more menacing
with every mile, and Philip fears that keeping Letty out of harm’s way

may be just as impossible as keeping her out of his heart.

x. . A
- _, : W,"' |
hrt 112

BETHANYHOUSE ¢

a division of Baker Publishing Group

|
.





OEBPS/Images/sneak.jpg
COMING SOON:

Read on for a sneak peek
of the first book in

KAREN WITMEYER’S

new series.

AVAILABLE SPRING 2026.
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