Chapter 1

ol d Strike, Col orado, 1859

Cal | um Reynol ds watched Wttaker's wife as she struggled to
stay astride her horse. By her seat, he could tell she didn't
often ride. She bounced in the saddle and toni ght she'd have
trouble sitting on anything, but she didn't uttered a single
conplaint. A small smle twitched at the side of his nouth.
Git. She sure had it. To survive her present |iving
condi tions, she would have to have grit.

He slowed up his horse. "Were' d you cone from ma' an?"

"Chio." Her body seened to relax slightly as her horse
mat ched the sl ower speed of his.

She brushed back several tendrils of honey-col ored hair
escaped from beneath her calico bonnet. The determ ned set of
her jaw told himshe woul d do what ever needed doing to take care
of those two children she'd | eft back at the gold canp with her
drunken husband. Her threadbare but clean skirt draped across
her | egs and exposed wal king shoes with holes in the soles. The
pink flowers dotting the green skirt had nearly disappeared from
scrubbing. But her daughter's hair had been dressed with ribbons
mat chi ng the decorations on the child s dress. "Wy'd you cone
out to Col orado?"

"CGold. Sanme as nost folks." As she slid slightly in the
saddl e, she grabbed for the gray mare's mane with ungl oved hands.

"You didn't think to send M. Wttaker by hinself?"

"W weren't given the option."™ She |ooked at himw th eyes
filled wwth despair and | ost hope.

"I can't understand a man dragging his famly out to a God-
forsaken place like this.™

A sigh escaped M ssus Wttaker. "Sonme nmen don't cotton to
| eaving their famlies behind or don't have anyone to | eave them
with. "

"So he dragged you and two little ones along.” Cal shook
his head. Perhaps he hadn't done her any service bringing
Wi ttaker hone? Wbuld she be better off w thout hinf Wat would
a single woman with two young 'uns do on her own in the gold
fields? "And for what?"

She shrugged. "Gold. A dream™

"He drank his dream and drowned in the whiskey." Sonmehow
t he thought of that drunken sot putting his hands on this
beauti ful woman made his stomach knot. He shouldn't care. M ght
be because of her sad eyes. Cornflower blue eyes. So beautiful.
So sad. But, she was one of thousands who had swarnmed to the
gold fields to find their dreans disappear with the norning
msts. And she'd cone with another man. He let his eyes focus
on the dirt path which | ed down the center of the town of Gold
Strike, if one could call the ranshackle buildings and tents a
town. Thi nki ng about kissing her and touching her would make him
crazy. A craziness he didn't need to bring down on hinself.
"We're here. The man whose got your wagon owns the store next to
Red's. That's the third saloon on the left." Cal reined in his
hor se.

"Thank you, Marshal Reynolds. |'msure | can nanage by



nyself now." She started to swing her |eg over and di snount.
"You mght as well ride the rest of the way. Leave the
horse tied up outside the store. ['Il get her later.” He needed
to put sone di stance between them before his m nd wandered into
dangerous territories.
"That's very kind of you." She flashed hima smle which

made her eyes sparkle as his heart raced. "You' ve been nost
hel pful. | wish to thank you again for bringing ne into town to
get ny wagon and supplies. It would have taken nme hours if 1'd

wal ked and | hate to inpose on Ms. Schmtz any |onger than
necessary. She's so gracious about watching Andy and Christina."
Grasping the horse's mane, she urged it forward with her knees.

Cal | eaned back and wat ched her sl ow progress down the
street past the enpty Cal houn house at the edge of town. The sun
glinted through a small cloud of dust encircling the horse,
maki ng her appear as a specter riding away. Pulling his hat from
his head, Cal wi ped his browwth the back of his hand. A
fleeting specter. Nothing nore. She'd crossed his path for a
brief, but bright, nonent.

He | ooked up into the sky. Dark clouds gathered across the
horizon. Rain. It would fit his nmood. He nudged his horse with
his knee and the aninmal wal ked slowy toward his office at the
far end of town next to the assayer's office.

Mel anie Whittaker slid fromthe saddl e and stretched.
Brushing out her skirts, she glanced around and deci ded agai nst
trying to rub her backside inconspicuously. Jolting down the
road on a wagon was bad enough, but she'd never quite nastered
riding.

She | ooked around Gold Strike. It didn't conpare to the
small town where she'd lived in Chio, but it was the biggest town
she'd seen in nonths. Pa had noved themfromone gold field to
the next, chasing the illusive golden pot at the end of the
rai nbow. At |east here buildings, real buildings and not just
tents, stood along a dirt street. And Red' s Sal oon, two stories
hi gh, issued forth tinny nusic. Best of all, this town contained
a nercantile, sonmewhere to shop, not a tent pitched with nostly
m ni ng equi pnent and overpriced food.

| f Pa knew she'd gone into town alone and wi thout his
perm ssion he'd skin her alive. He'd yell at her about the
dangers a young wonman faced around those gol d- hungry m ners who
hadn't seen a decent woman in nonths, not to nention a "purty”
one. Wth little luck, she tried to tuck one of the unruly
strands of hair back into the once neat coil tucked under her
bonnet and smled. Pa neant well, but that wouldn't feed the
little ones. And she so did want to see a real store again. It
had been so | ong.

After shaking the remaining dust fromher skirts, she
squared her shoulders and entered the store, ready to do battle
with the storekeeper. She needed supplies and her wagon back.
And she woul d have t hem

Pa had put her in a simlar predicanent on nore than one
previ ous occasion. Unfortunately, it probably wouldn't be the
last. She'd lost track of the nunmber of tinmes Pa had |ost the



team and wagon in a poker gane, but she had becone an expert at
buyi ng them back. She just hoped this store owner wouldn't give
her too nmuch trouble. The wheeling and dealing bothered her, but
no ot her choice existed. |If Pa came to without the team being
parked in front of the tent, he'd take it out on her. But he
hadn't found much gold and she couldn't afford to pay too nuch

Stepping into the store, she let her eyes adjust to the
gl oom after the bright sunlight outside. She neandered through
the store, surveying her surroundings. The roomsnelled of
bayberry candl es and |ye soap. Yellow gi ngham curtains added a
spl ash of color at the front wi ndows where sunlight filtered in.
Rows of goods were piled on counters. Shelves held canned goods
and a few trinkets for those who struck it rich.

The store was enpty except for a couple of mners | eaning
agai nst the cracker barrel, taking turns sw gging out of a bottle
of whi skey. A shiver ran through Ml anie as one of them turned
toward her. Just the type Pa warned her about. She slid her
hand through the slit in her skirt into the pocket of her
petticoat. Her fingers caressed the netal of her pepperbox
pi stol tucked in the specially sewn pocket. Turning away from
the men, she ran her other hand over the fabric on the counter in
front of her. The cool ness and sil ki ness caressed her
fingertips. Taking up the edge of it, she rubbed it slowy.

Good quality. And it felt wonderful. The pale blue background
rem nded her of the sky above the mning canp. Tiny green sprigs
adorned with dark blue flowers ran across the fabric. She

touched it against her cheek. It would feel heavenly to wear a
garnment made fromthis cloth.
A new dress. She smled to herself. It had been so |ong

since she'd had anything new. But what woul d be the use? Were
woul d she wear it? One of the m ning canp dances on Saturday
night while half drunk nen tried to paw at her while Pa sat in a
corner guzzling froma whiskey bottle. The whole notion was
silly. W cared what she | ooked |ike?

She strai ghtened her shoulders. No use came of sul king over
her life. No knight in shining arnmor would arrive riding out of
t he sunset to whisk her away. But the clean-|ooking sheriff with
t hi gh nuscles rippling beneath the tight material of his pants as
he gui ded his nount canme close. Ml anie sighed. What would he
want with the |likes of her? He could have any woman he want ed.
He woul dn't want someone dressed in rags and covered in nud.

What an i npression she nust have nade when he rode into canp with
Pa thrown over a horse. Splattered fromhead to toe with nud
fromthe children, she had w shed nothing nore than to run and

hi de.

She let her fingers drop back on top of the fabric. A gown
was a luxury she couldn't afford. After she got the wagon and
horses, she needed food for the children. A sigh rattled through

her body.

But,...if...mybe... Wuld the marshal show up at the dance
on Saturday? They'd only been here two weeks. Anything was
possible. And, if she wore a new dress... Wy would he care?

He woul dn't notice her, soneone in tatters, even if the second
set had been clean. No tine existed for silly dreans about being



carried off by the marshal. Al her tine went to tending
Christina and Andy. Sighing, she started to wi thdraw her hand
fromthe fabric

"Can | help you, M ss?"

Mel ani e junped and rel eased the fabric as if it had burned
her. She |ooked up into the smling face of a wonman in her
forties, clothed in a neat brown frock. "Yes. | want a dress
length of this fabric.”™ |[If she cut very carefully and nade her
own skirt not too wide, she could nmake Christina a matching
dress.

"This fabric conmes very dearly."

"I"mnot surprised. But I'll take it and | need some ot her
supplies. Also, | understand the owner of this store acquired a
team and wagon last night. | wish to speak with hi mabout

purchasing them" Mel ani e squared her shoul ders and | ooked the
worman straight in the eyes.

Gol den brown eyes smled back at her. The worman tucked at
t he graying brown knot of hair at the back of her neck as a short
rotund man joined her. "The wagon and horses ain't for sale,” he
sai d.

"Everything is for sale.” Mlanie smled at him "Besides,
what possi bl e good can you get fromtw beat up old nags and a
wagon near ready to crunble into pieces at the first good jolt."

"Then what would you be wanting with then?”" Hi s heavy
eyebrows furrowed together as he stared at her.

"Sentinment." She wal ked toward the counter at the back of
the store. "If you could fill ny order, then we'll discuss the
wagon. "

As the man stacked the itens she nanmed in front of her, she
tried not to grimace. Forty cents a pound for flour. The prices
truly were a crinme. It would be wonderful to have butter for the
bi scuits or bread she made, but not at six dollars a pound. The
flour, pork, beans, and dried beef would have to do. And, a
penny stick of candy for each of the little ones, at fifty cents
each.

"Now. How nuch do you want for the wagon?"

"A hundred a piece for the horses and two hundred for the
wagon. "

She sucked in her breath. Exhaling slowy, she stared at
the man. "That, sir, is plain and sinple robbery."

"You' re the one what wants "em"™ He |eaned his beefy el bows
on the counter.

"For that price, | could have real horses and a real wagon."
Mel ani e crossed her arms in front of her and tapped her foot.

"Then go find sonme.” A smle crossed his face. "I didn't
offer to sell "emto you."

"True." Staring at the grease spot on the front of his
shirt, she paused. "However, you are never going to find another
buyer for those worthl ess beasts that you won in a card gane | ast
night. And, fromwhat | hear, you ve had the good fortune to win
enough rigs to drive a different one every day of a fortnight."
She gave him her sweetest smle. "Seeing as nost folks arrive
with their owm teans and wagons, | can't imagine the call for
such goods is that high. Especially, goods in their shape.”



"Why do you want such beat up aninmals yourself?" A frown
creased his face.

"As | said, sentinment. | raised those two horses from
foal s.™

H s eyes widened as he listened to her.

"Yes, sir, you fleeced ny pa in that card ganme |ast night."

"I nmost certainly didn't fleece him" He slamed his hands
flat down on the counter top. "I won the team and wagon fair and
square. "

"Mmmm | apologize, sir. So many in the past have fleeced
my pa. Every tine he gets near a whi skey bottle he seens to
t hi nk he knows how to play poker." Shaking her head, she | ooked
at her feet . "He's a dear man, but..." She let her voice trai
off. "Anyway, w thout that wagon and horses, | have no way to
get these supplies back and two little ones await nme in canp. M
pa really is a good man, and he will be so distressed when he
finds out what he's done. The wagon won't fetch you the price
you're asking, but 1'Il be nore than glad to take it off your
hands for twenty-five dollars and the horses for ten each. 'Tis
an exorbitant amount to pay for such broken down beasts, but | do
so want to be fair."

"Now you're trying to rob nme. Those are sone mghty fine
horses. ™

"Now, | would never do such a thing, sir. I'monly trying
to take care of nmy famly."

"Ch, give her the wagon, Cyrus. You've got ten nore out

back no one wants." Leaning over the counter, the wonan patted
the man's hand.
"I won't be cheated."” He straightened hinself and fol ded

his arnms across his anple stonmach.
"The poor little thing is trying to take care of her and
hers out here in this wlderness. The wagon will end up firewood

if you don't sell it to her. |It's the worst of the bunch.” She
w nked at Mel ani e.

"Then I'Il sell it for firewood and get nore than twenty-
five dollars for it. |I'ma business man." He scowl ed at his
wife.

The woman continued patting his hand. "Now whose going to

pay for firewood when they can go chop their own?"
"Sonme of these |lazy worthless buns who hang around the

store.”™ He inclined his head toward the two nen | eani ng agai nst
t he cracker barrels.
"Now, dear," the storekeeper's wife said, "it won't hurt

none to help the child out. Not often do we get the chance to
hel p soneone deserving."
"'Tis a good thing or we'd be broke with you giving away the

store.” Still scowing, Cyrus shook his head. "All right. But
only because she raised them horses fromfoals. | know what 'tis
to put tinme into an animal.” He turned toward the back door.

"I"lIl get the damm rig hooked up and around front while she
pays." Huffing, he stonped out. Over his shoul der, he hollered,
"Make sure you charge her for everything."

"Yes, Cyrus."

The woman picked up the first itemand marked the price on a



paper pad. "Your children, boys or girls?"

"They're not ny children.”

Never lifting her head, the woman kept inscribing the costs.
“Not yours?"

"No. M brother and sister."”

"How ol d are they?"

"Six and three." Watching the growi ng colum of nunbers,
Mel ani e wondered if she'd have enough to pay for everything.
"Must be a handful. Barely nore than a girl yourself."

"Sonetimes. Especially Andy. But there's no help to the
matter. Soneone has to watch over them"”

The woman paused and | ooked up at Melanie with a smle.
"Nane's Amanda."

"Mel anie. "
"Well, Mss Melanie, if you ever need anything, even sone
femal e tal k, you conme on back."” Amanda reached under the counter

and pulled out a jar. Opening the top, she scooped sone butter
into a paper, wapped it up and added it to the pile of supplies.

Mel ani e | ooked at the package for a nonent, saliva filling
her mouth as she thought of hot biscuits dripping with butter and
honey. "I can't afford butter.”

"No charge. I1t'll be going rancid if it isn't used up."

The smil e Amanda fl ashed warned the space around Ml ani e.

"Thank you, ma'am"

"Please call nme Amanda. |If we stand on too nuch formality
around here, we'll all be strangers. People cone and go so
qui ckly, you have to make friends fast. It keeps the lonelies
away. "

“I'"l'l remenber that."” For a nmonment she thought of Regina in
whom she'd confided all of her hopes and dreans until two years
ago. Now she had no friend, but then she had no hopes or dreans
ei t her.

"You haven't been in this territory |ong, have you?"

"Under two weeks. Pa got the itch to nove here when he
heard fol ks were getting rich in the fields."

"Lots of folks hear that. Not too many make it." Amanda
| eaned agai nst the counter.
"That's the right of it." Melanie smled.

"You seemto be taking the noving around pretty well."

Mel ani e shrugged. "Not nuch a body can do about it. Here's
not much different than the last canp we were in. Lots of nud,
| ots of hopeful people, little gold."

"A pretty little thing |ike you ought to be settled into a
honme of her own. A nice hone, not a grubby tent."

"Al'l | see in my future is caring for Pa 'til he dies. 1'Il
probably end up |ike ny spinster aunt.”

"Living all alone. That's no life for a woman."

Mel ani e | aughed. "No one would have Aunt Myrtle. She'd

scare a grizzly bear. Hopefully, I only end up taking care of ny
ni eces and nephews and making ny little brother or sister support
me after | raise them | surely don't want to scare anyone."

"You' re too young to be seeing yourself on the shelf as
sonmeone' s mai den aunt. Lots of men would be happy to take a wife
as pretty and smart as you."



"Not any of those grubbing in the gold field.” Melanie

grimaced and a shiver ran through her. "I'd rather be a maiden
aunt than the wife of a prospector. At |east being the daughter
of one, |'ve hope of getting out."

"Truly spoken."” Amanda patted Melanie's hand. "We're
having a quilting bee on Wednesday afternoon.”

Mel ani e rai sed an eyebrow to | ook at her. "We?"

"Sonme of the wonen fromthe canp. |'m having them here
Suzy's about to birth that young "un of hers. | started the
tradition back awhile. Al the wonen get together and nmake a
quilt for any new babies in the canps. It gives all of us a
great excuse to have a day of fenmale conpany. The nmen can't
conplain too nmuch, since we do it for the baby." Amanda gave her
asly smle. "W'd be pleased if you'd join us. It turns into a
right nice afternoon. Tea, talk, and sew ng."

"Ch, that sounds so lovely." To be around a group of wonen
to visit and have a good tine. It sounded heavenly to Ml anie.
She couldn't renenber the last tinme she'd enjoyed fenal e conpany.
“If Pa'll let nme, 1'd love to join you. Wlat do | need to
bring?"

"W each donate two or three squares to put into the quilt.
Then the new not her has sonething to remenber us all by every
time she |l ooks at it."

"What a wonderful idea. Yes. 1'd love to join you."

"We'l|l see you on Wednesday." Anmanda picked up her penci
and started scribbling on her tablet.

Mel ani e wat ched while the woman total ed up her purchases.
When she finished, the air rushed from Ml anie's |lungs as though
sonmeone had punched her in the stomach. Lord, but the prices in
the gold fields were outrageous. She slipped her hand through
her skirt and into her pocket, pulling out a small bag. She
poured gold dust and flake onto the scale in front of the wonman
watching as it tilted toward a bal ance. The streamfromthe sack
st opped before the scal es evened out.

“I"'mafraid you' re short. | could take back the materi al
even though I've already cut it. Sone other woman will want it
when her man strikes it rich.”

The only things they didn't need were the cloth and the
candy, and the candy woul dn't nmake enough difference. Besides
the | ook of joy on the children's faces woul d make the price
worth it. She nust give back the material. She really had no
need for it. The two dresses she owned would | ast a bit |onger
and the material came so dear. She stroked the material with her
fingertips. She'd never seen anything so beautiful nor felt
anything as luxurious. A dress of that material belonged in a
fancy city ballroom not a grubby mners' canp.

For a nmoment she stared at the scales. Scraping the gold
back into her |eather bag, she drew the string shut. Shoving it
back into her skirt, her fingers dug deeper into her pocket. She
pull ed five nuggets out and dropped themon the scales. "That
shoul d be nore than enough.™





