Chapter 1

Sarah Martin brushed at the front of her blue silk bl ouse
with a cocktail napkin as she choked. "Now | ook what you've nmade
me do." She hiccuped, a giggle getting caught in the cough.

"Me?" LeeAnne batted her thick eyelashes at Sarah.

"Yes, you." Sarah threw the wadded up napkin at her friend.
The tight red dress with puffed sl eeves nmade LeeAnne's pal e skin
gl ow and her blonde hair shine. Blue eyes smled m schievously
frombehind the fluttering | ashes.

"You' re the one who nmade the comment about Elvis' pants
being too tight and being able to see...."

"Stop." Sarah burst into another fit of giggles and | ooked
away from LeeAnne. She stared up at the ceiling at the shiny
silver orb shooting out rays of |ight across the dance floor and
tried to push fromher mnd the imge of the slightly overwei ght
El vis inpersonator jiggling on the dance floor. He wasn't even
the floor show. She nopped at the |laughter tears stream ng down
her face with the danp cocktail napkin stolen from beneath

LeeAnne's drink. "lI'"mgoing to the ladies roomto fix ny make-up
and see if | can get this drink out of ny blouse."

LeeAnne chuckled. "No use. The grenadine's going to
stain.”

"It's your fault." Sarah winkled her nose and slid down
fromthe brown bar stool, holding onto the table until her

heel s clattered against the bluish tile. Straightening her
skirt, she stonped off towards the restroom She held her head
up, eyes forward, pretending to ignore the gauntlet of nen she
traversed, but inspecting every face she passed. She caught
smles out of the corner of her eye, but she couldn't tell if
they smled or smrked at the stain across her left breast.

Returning to the table, she hoisted herself up onto the
stool, using the rung as a step. She glanced around for her
friend and caught a glinpse of LeeAnne's red dress behind a
| unbering formgyrating his arns. Serves her right, getting
stuck with Godzilla. Sarah |aughed and reached for her drink.
After taking a sip, she propped her chin in her hands and | eaned
agai nst the bar.

The decision to conme tonight had been a good one. After
hi ding out at LeeAnne's for a week, she need sone diversion. The
flashing red and purple strobe |lights nmade the people on the
dance floor seemto jerk fromspot to spot, rather like an old
silent novie. A mass of humanity noved in front of her in tine
to the nusic. Of to the left the Elvis inpersonator w ggled his
hi ps and she quickly | ooked away, stifling another giggle. The
man in front of her, dressed in tight blue jeans, twirled and
spun and threw his arns out in strange gestures. Hi's anorexic
| ooki ng dance partner wore a bored expression above an extrenely
short and tight orange dress. Her body swayed softly, but never
really noved.

"Sit up straight."”

Sarah junped, nearly spilling her drink. She |ooked up at
LeeAnne. "Is your dance finished?"

"My feet have been trod on enough. Now get your chin out of



your hands and sit nicely. No one will conme over and ask you to
dance if you sl ouch.™

"I don't care. |'mhaving fun watching these strange
people.” She didn't want to be noticed by anyone. She preferred
to stay on the outside, observing.

"That's not the point. W're here to find you a boyfriend."

"You're here to find me a boyfriend. |[|'mquite happy on ny
own. Besides, as many hours as | work, who has tine to start a
rel ationship."

LeeAnne slid onto the barstool next to Sarah. "Don't worry.
You won't neet anynore |oonies |ike Jack."

A shudder ran through Sarah. She | ooked over her shoul der
and scanned the faces around her. She adjusted the scarf wound
around her neck and rubbed her left armsoftly through the silk.
Wncing at the pain of even that slight touch, she shook her

head. "I certainly hope not! He nearly killed nme!"
LeeAnne reached over and patted Sarah's hand. "The scarf
hi des the bruises he left around your neck with his fingers.
don't know how you can still function. |If sonme |oony tunes had
stal ked ne, broken into ny house, and tried to choke ne to death,
|"d still be locked in a rubber room scream ng ny |ungs out."
Sarah's stomach twi tched. "Wthout your support, | would
be. "

LeeAnne wr apped her arm around Sarah's shoul ders and hugged
her .

"Quch," said Sarah

LeeAnne junped back. "lI'msorry. | forgot he bruised your
arnms when he pinned you to the couch.”

Sar ah shuddered and gl anced over her shoul der agai n.

LeeAnne | eaned cl ose to be heard over the nusic. "D d I
tell youl really Iike your hair short? Your high cheekbones
aren't hidden by all that black hair you had falling in your face
all the tinme."

"I"mgetting used to it." A coldness settled in her bones
as she renmenbered the steel edge of Jack's knife against the back
of her neck. Death had touched her that night. "He didn't |eave
me nmuch choice after he took a hunk out of the back. It truly is
short."

"It's cool and easy to take care of." LeeAnne fluttered her
eyelids. "And it makes your huge gray eyes stand out."

"Li ke an ow s?" Sarah sm | ed.

LeeAnne snmacked Sarah's hand. "No, you brat, so people can
see how beautiful they are. |1'mjust thankful he cut only your
hair."

"Me, too." Sarah sighed. Even after a week she still

hadn't nustered up the courage to go to work. Only with a huge
anount of persuasion on LeeAnne's part had she been persuaded to
| eave her sanctuary tonight. She had to get on with [ife. She
couldn't spend the rest of her life hiding. The bruises were
starting to fade, but the nenories haunted her day and night. "I

can't stay with you forever. |[|'m going back hone tonorrow. " She
hated putting her friend in danger. She hated being afraid.
"OfF course you can stay with ne forever." LeeAnne sipped

her dri nk.



"No. He mght kill you if you get in his way." The hatred
that gl eanmed in Jack's eyes haunted her dreanms. She shook her
head to clear the vision, trying to focus on the dancers in front
of her. She didn't want to renenber his eyes focused on her.

"He doesn't know where | |ive. Besides, he's probably found
soneone el se and you won't see himagain. Psycho stal kers are
t hat way."

"And how woul d you know. |If only the police would keep him
| ocked up." Sarah shivered. "You weren't there. He said he'd
see me dead before he'd | et another man touch nme.” The look in
his eyes had backed up his words. "And I don't even have a nman
innm life."

"Hell, the man's slipped a gear. You never even dated him"
LeeAnne ran her finger around the edge of her glass, staring down
into its contents. "See anyone out there you want to dance
wi t h?"

Sarah | aughed a nervous hiccuping | augh and took a sip of
her drink. "Stop changing the subject. | can't concentrate on
nmy busi ness at your place.”

"So, take a vacation. You deserve it."

"Pete's having fits. He can't do everything on his own."
She thought of her gray-haired partner chewing on the end of his
i ndex finger. He'd been patient the |ast few days while she hid
out at LeeAnne's. But two new big accounts needed conputer
systens installed and enpl oyees trained to use them Their other
accounts al so required attention.

"Stay a few nore days. Jack'll get bored and wander off to
pur sue sone ot her woman by then.”
"Excuse ne."

Sarah tipped her head backwards to | ook up at the sound of a
mal e voice. A tall nuscular man with red hair and pal e green

eyes smled down at her. "Yes?"

"Whul d you care to join ne in a waltz?"

"OfF course she would."” LeeAnne smled broadly.

"I can answer for nyself." Sarah sw veled around on the bar
stool. Her gaze traveled over the man from his green flannel

shirt and tight blue jeans down to the top of his boots.
@ ancing back at his face, she flashed hima smle. Red hair
curled slightly at his ears. H's eyes seened to swall ow her up
"Yes. That would be very nice," she stanmered.

She stiffened as he placed his hand at her waist to swrl
her around the dance floor. H's hand warnmed a spot on her back.
He smled down at her. A body jostled into her. Sonmeone munbl ed
a "sorry" under his breath. A junble of perfunes and col ognes
assailed her. He caught her free hand with his and tightened his
grip at her waist, pulling her into him He snelled of citrus
and the soft fibers of his shirt caressed her face. She couldn't
breath. The room seened to shrink in on her. A sudden urge to
pul | away and rush off the floor raced through her. He stood too
cl ose. Stepping back half a step, she took a deep breath and
tried to calmher racing heart. She would not allow Jack to nmake
her afraid of every man she net. "I'm Sarah." Her voice cane as
barely nore than a whi sper

"Josh.” He jerked her to one side. "Sorry. This place is



so crowded. "

Sarah gl anced over Josh's arm and saw the El vis inpersonator
gyrating next to them G ggles bubbled up fromw thin her
Tension flowed out of her body. His enbrace kept her safe from
t he worl d.

"What's so funny?" A grin that nmade his teeth flash and his
eyes sparkle spread across his face.

"Not hing. Not that | can say here."” She buried her face
against his shirt and let the rhythmof the nmusic fl ow over her.
LeeAnne had been correct. She needed to go out nore.

After the dance, Sarah took Josh and | ed himoff the dance
floor. "Come and neet mny strange friend who dragged ne here.”

"Only if you'll tell ne what you keep giggling about.™

Sarah gl anced over her shoulder. Not seeing Elvis anywhere,
she said, "Did you see...." She launched into the story as they
maneuvered their way through the crowd.

Josh was | aughing loudly by the tinme Sarah found LeeAnne.
Sarah clasped his hand tightly. Junping up onto the bar stool,
she introduced Josh to LeeAnne and reached for her drink.

"The waitress stole it while | wasn't |ooking." LeeAnne
hel d her hands up and let themflop back at the wists.

“I"1l get you another one. Wat were you having?" Josh
| eaned agai nst the high table in front of Sarah so his chest
brushed agai nst her arm

A shiver ran through her. "That's not necessary."

LeeAnne kicked her. "A vodka Collins. Two of them"™ She
fluttered her eyel ashes at him

"You know," Josh said, "this place is terribly crowded. |
heard about another place about a mle fromhere that isn't quite
so popul ar and a person can breath. [If you lovely |adies would
be of a mind, I'd be glad to buy you a drink down there. W
m ght be able to talk w thout scream ng."

Sarah tensed and shook her head.

LeeAnne smled at Josh. "W feel safer here in a crowd."”
She reached over and patted Sarah's hand.
"I nmeant we'd take separate vehicles and neet there. 1[I'd

never presune to ask two ladies I'd just nmet to ride with ne.”
Josh's cheeks turned pink.

"You go on." Sarah |eaned toward the table so he no | onger
touched her. "We're fine here.”

"The other place is safer, Cath." H's eyes pleaded with
her .

"My nane's Sarah. Here is perfectly safe.”™ She gripped the
edge of the table.

"W couldn't go anywhere safer.”™ LeeAnne's smle started to
fade. "I know several of the bartenders and patrons.”

"It was just a thought. Two vodka Collins. R ght?" Josh
sm | ed and noved off across the roomto purchase drinks.

"He's cute." LeeAnne watched hi mwal k away.

"And very pushy. Maybe we should | eave before he gets
back." Sarah studied himfromthe back. His jeans clung to his
firmbuttocks and defined his |ong nuscular legs to the top of
brown | eat her cowboy boots. "You don't suppose he's a psycho,

t 00?"



"Sarah! Gve nme a break." LeeAnne smacked Sarah on the
arm "Not all nmen are psychos."

"Quch!"

"Lighten up. He seens nice. And you can't blane a guy for
trying to hit on you. You are a beautiful woman. The |east you
can do is be nice to him You don't have to go hone and crawl in

bed with him" LeeAnne gave her a snmug smle. "Now aren't you
glad I made you conme?"

"Yes, I'"'mglad, but it's only been one dance and a dri nk.
Doesn't mean |'I|l ever see himagain."

"You'll see himagain. He's got that 'I want to take her to
bed'" | ook." She held her hands, fingers intertw ned, beneath her
chin and smled sweetly while she batted her eyes.

"You're incorrigible.” Sarah | aughed.

"I know. | work at it." LeeAnne dropped her hands into her
lap. "You two would make a great couple, even if he can't
remenber your nane."

"We'd |l ook strange. | barely cone to his armpit." The

wei ght which had born her down for the |ast week dissipated. Her
soul soared.
"But his being tall could be very convenient. He could lift

you up on the barstool so you don't have to junp. It would keep
his muscles in shape for other things."

Sarah smled as he disappeared into the crowd. "You're
terrible.” Maybe it would be nice to have a man around once in

awhile. But first she had to make sure Jack di sappeared from her
life.

"You need a man to permanently liven up your boring
exi stence.” LeeAnne's eyes tw nkl ed.

"I didn'"t say | wanted to run off and marry the guy. And
life has been anything but boring lately."

"Yeah, but he's a good not-boring. And, is he a | ooker."

"Good grief, LeeAnne. | just net the man. Gve hima
break." She searched the crowd to see if Josh was returning.
She gasped and her hand went to her neck. Her heart caught on a
beat .

"What's wong?"

"Jack's here." Sarah watched his dark shoul der | ength hair
bounce softly as he strode through the crowd. Hi's brow winkl ed
as his dark eyes darted fromside to side. The veins in his neck
popped out. For a second, she couldn't nove. The roomstarted
to spin |like the silver orbs above the dance floor. She could
feel the cold steel edge of Jack's knife against her neck.

She had to escape.

Sliding fromthe stool, she edged toward the restroom

A hand grabbed her armroughly and spun her around. "What
are you doi ng here?" Jack's eyes burned into her.

She backed away, but he increased the pressure on her arm
and dragged her to him "None of your business," she snapped,
trying to sound nore sure of herself than she felt. His fingers
added new bruises to her arm Ice filled her veins. A trenble
raced through her. Searching the crowd, she sought help.
"You're hurting me," she cried, yanking and twi sting to pul
away.



"I told you I wouldn't let you be with anyone else. W're
getting out of here." He turned and jerked her after him She
st unbl ed.

"Jack, let go. I'mnot going with you. | told you there's
not hi ng between us." She pull ed back.

"You're mne until | say different and | don't say
different." H s eyes flashed fire as he | ooked back at her.

"Let her go, Jack. 1'Il call the cops.”" LeeAnne suddenly

stood in front of Jack, her hands on her hips. She tipped her
head up to glare at him

"Cet out of the way, bitch." Jack shoved her into a passing
man who kept her upright.

"Chill out, fella. Leave the wonen alone.” The man
supported LeeAnne by the el bows.

"Butt out. It's none of your business," Jack snarled. He

dragged Sarah toward the door as the man backed away |etting
LeeAnne fall into the gathering crowd.

Sarah | eaned back, trying to dig her heels into the floor to
sl ow hi mdown. The three inch spi kes snapped off her shoes and
she | urched backwards. He yanked her back up nearly dislocating
her arm from her body. She grabbed himto steady herself. His
nmuscl es rippled against his shirt sleeve. Fear rippled through
her. "Help me. Someone help ne." She tried to screambut it
canme out a nearly silent plea. Her lungs screaned for air. The
mass of people parted like the Red Sea as he dragged her al ong.

LeeAnne caught up with them "Soneone call 911. He's going
to kill her." Her shrieking voice drifted across the room and
melted into the raucous voices and | aughter that surrounded them

Jack stopped suddenly and Sarah slamred into his back.
Shaki ng hersel f, she | ooked around himto see Josh standing in
front of him three drinks in his hands. Ws he her savior?

"Let her go. She doesn't want to | eave with you." Josh's
voi ce was even; his stance rigid.

"Get the hell out of ny way. [It's none of your damm
busi ness."” Jack shoved Josh. The drinks flew over his head.
Curses sounded fromthe side.

"Let the lady go." Josh rocked forward on the balls of his
feet.

Jack pulled a knife. "Back away."

"He's got a knife," sonmeone screaned.

"It's all right. Calmdown." Josh held his hands in front
of him palns out. "Let the |lady go."

Jack shoved Sarah in front of him tw sting her arm behind
her. "Walk." He brandi shed the knife toward Josh.

"Hel p nme," Sarah nmouthed. She prayed soneone woul d take the
knife fromJack before he used it on her. She didn't want to
die. Her entire body shook. Her |egs would hardly hold her.
This nightmare kept recurring, like an old | ate-night television
novie. Lunatics didn't stalk people inreal life. D d they?

Jack jerked her in front of him keeping her between himand
Josh. As he shoved her through the door she saw Jack's red pick-
up truck parked against the curb.

"'Bout tinme..." a male voice sounded next to Sarah. She
turned her head to plead for help fromthe val et parking



attendant. His jaw dropped open. He stared at themw th eyes
wide. "Hey, mster. Let the lady go."

Jack turned and flashed the knife at the attendant. The nan
held his hands in front of himas if to ward off a blow. Sweat

beaded on his sunburned forehead. "It's okay, man. Don't want
to get involved in no donestic squabbles.” The short man stepped
backwar d

Sarah tried to force air into her lungs. |If she screaned,

maybe soneone woul d do sonething. She couldn't see Josh anynore
The nob had swal | owed hi mup along with any hope of rescue. She
was al one. She had to cal mdown. Her survival depended on
getting out of this by herself.

Jack sl amed her against the cab of the truck. The door
handl e cut into her back. The knife clattered against the roof.
"Whore. What were you doing with that guy?”

"What guy?" She held her voice steady. Think, she told
herself. Think and | ook for a chance for escape.

"Liar." His fingers tightened around her throat.

Bl ack spots forned before her eyes. The air in her |ungs
burned as it tried to escape. She clawed at his hands. Kicking
him she forced the pointed toe of her high heel into the calf of

his | eg.

"Bitch. 1'lIl teach you." His fingers tightened.

Her body sagged. Sonething knocked agai nst her, then she
crunpled to the ground. Air rushed fromher lungs. "Sarah,

run,” a rough mal e voice commanded from behind her. Hands lifted
her and pushed her toward the parking lot. Sirens shrieked in
the night air. Her eyes cleared. LeeAnne sat in the driver's
seat of her car, the engine running and the passenger door open.
Sarah dove into the car. The door slammed cl osed as the car sped
out of the driveway.

"You okay?" whi spered LeeAnne.

"I think so." Sarah gasped for air. Her throat ached. Her
body had gone nunb.

"Thank goodness for Josh. |[If he hadn't hit Jack fromthe
side and pushed you away, | don't know what woul d have happened.”
A sob punctuated LeeAnne's statenent.

"My God, we can't leave himthere to face Jack al one.™

"He's safe. The cops arrived as we pulled out."

"LeeAnne, we have to go back and make sure he's okay." His
soft green eyes and warmsmle fornmed in her mnd. She had to
know t hat he was safe.

"He's fine. |'mnot going back and put you in danger."
"But, LeeAnne...."

"No, buts. [I'mtaking you hone."

Three days ago Jack had tried to kill her the second tine.

The police officer had said if she'd press charges, they' d keep
hi m| ocked up. She did. He nade bail before dawn. She left
town before his feet hit freedom

LeeAnne had been right. She needed a vacation and Pete
woul d just have to survive without her for a few weeks. Maybe by
t hen, everything would have cal mned down.

Sarah tugged her pink cotton nightie down as she stretched



out on the faded fl owered bedspread covering the bed in the cheap
notel. A dresser with a broken top drawer stood in the corner.
It didn't matter. She would only be here a few hours. Long
enough to rest and then nove on. Tonorrow she'd find a better
pl ace, but at two in the norning and between cities, she'd been
lucky to get any room

For the nmonment she felt safe. Jack wouldn't know where to
| ook for her. No one, not even LeeAnne woul d have expected her
to head northeast fromLos Angeles and end up in Wom ng. But,
for a long tine she'd wanted to see where her great-grandnot her
Rachel had lived. G eat-grandnother with about three greats in
there. And with the trouble at hone, now seened as |ogical a

time as any. In a few weeks, Jack woul d have forgotten her, she
hoped, and she could return to her normal life. In the neantine,
she'd fulfill her fantasy of seeing the town where her great-

grandnot her had lived. A dream she'd had ever since she'd found
her great-grandnother's diary six years ago, tucked in a trunk
she'd found in her grandnother's attic. Sarah, fascinated by the
life her great-grandnother described, wanted to trace her roots.
The woman had been strong and i ndependent for her tinme and Sarah
admred her. After being w dowed during the Gvil War, she
travel ed from Boston to Wonming as a mail-order bride. There she
and Sarah's great-grandfather raised five children in the
wi | derness. Sarah wanted to be courageous |ike her great-
grandnot her. Maybe she would find sone of that courage to take
home with her so the col dness that perneated her woul d | eave.

Tonmorrow, Sarah would drive the last hundred mles to the
town where her great-grandnother had |lived. Maybe the church
Rachel had been married in would still be standing. |In three
days it would be her grandparents' one hundred and twentieth
weddi ng anni versary. She would stop and pick sone wildflowers to
put on the alter in their menory, if the alter still existed.

Li ghts flashed across the curtains of Sarah's room She
| eapt to her feet and peeped out the window A sigh rattled
t hrough her. A sub conpact, not a red pick-up truck

She snuggl ed back on the bed pulling the worn brown bl anket
over her and | eafed through her great-grandnother's diary.

Sept enber 22, 1870
It has been a glorious day. After everything that

happened, | amfinally married. Henry is checking the
store and will be upstairs directly. M stonmach is al
a flutter. | should be changing to the linen

ni ghtdress | had made for tonight, but I want to
capture ny thoughts before they fly away.

The church snelled as wonderful as a flower garden
wi th bunches of nountain dandelions and col unbi ne.
Cat herine woul d have | oved the event. The sadness |
feel at her death during the stage coach hold-up left a
shadow over what shoul d have been a perfect day. Henry
says it is not ny fault, but if I had not convinced her
to go west with me to marry Joshua Canpbell, she woul d
still be alive. | guess | should count ny bl essings.



| f Henry and M. Canpbell hadn't ridden up with Ms.
Westall, | mght have suffered the sane fate. | w shed
to postpone the weddi ng, but Henry insisted since the
mnister will not return to Mbose Creek for two nonths
and | have no where to live except with him

| transgress. The whole town turned out for the
marriage. After all, a nmail-order bride and a stage
hol d-up were nore excitenment than Mbose Creek has ever
seen. Ms. Westall says the |ast happening to cause
such a stir was when the stained gl ass w ndow was
brought in for the church.

| nmust admt it is the only bit of civilization in

this desolate area, but | will not conplain. | chose
to cone west.
The wi ndow is astonishing. It brightens up the

church. The figure of Christ seens to reach out his
hands to ne, beckoning ne. Just for a nonent, |

t hought | saw hi m nmove. Just the fanciful ness of a
person who has undergone so nuch excitenent in such a
short tinme. | hear Henry's boots upon the stairs.

Sarah | ooked up at the single glaring |light hanging fromthe
ceiling. Wuld the church and the wonderful stained glass w ndow
still be in Mbose Creek? Mre to the point, what was |eft of
Mbose Creek? She flipped to another page further on.

Novenber 19, 1871

Such a harsh land. It takes so nuch. M heart is
breaki ng. Today the graveyard clainmed a new
i nhabitant. Ms. Westall succunbed to the flux. |
shall sorely mss her for she has been a good friend
and confidant.

Good news cones with bad. W are to have anot her
babe. | fear to carry this one with the sane results
as the last. The poor little boy cane too early with
the ardors of winter still upon us. This babe is not
due until after the spring thaw. | hope he wll be
stronger. Tonorrow | go again to pray at the church
Maybe the Christ in the window will answer ny prayers
and give us a strong heal thy child.

March 30, 1872

Henry found Joshua's horse wandering | oose in town
today after the terrible snow storm It is strange the
ani mal woul d be alone. Wth no sign of Joshua, we are
very worried. Henry, Cookie, and several other nen
wi Il go | ooking for himtonorrow

April 3, 1872

It has been four days and we still cannot find
Joshua. We fear the worst. Qur friend may be lost in
the snow. We may never know.

Sarah closed the diary and clutched it too her heart.



Joshua had never been found. Ohers in the Martin famly had
al so suffered. At |least she didn't have to worry about freezing
to death or having babies without the aid of a hospital.

Sarah clinbed out of her blue Camaro in front of the old
church in Mbose Creek, a town that consisted of a general store,
a restaurant, and four houses. After slinging her blue canvas
tote bag across her shoul der, she adjusted the red and bl ue
flowered silk scarf she'd tied around her neck to cover Jack's
finger marks. The flowers didn't match the ones on her baggy
white shorts, but the colors cane close.

She picked up her bouquet of flowers and started across the
asphalt parking ot toward the small wood franed building. The
sun peeked over the horizon giving a soft hue to surroundings. A
riot of pinks covered the walls to each side of the w de wooden
steps as wild roses clinbed trellises reaching for the eaves.
Staring up the steps, a small wooden whitewashed door greeted
her. A shiny brass door knob beckoned to her. She wondered if
it looked any different than it had in her grandnother's day.

She i magi ned her grandnother clinbing those stairs, walking to
the waiting arns of her grandfather.

Trancel i ke, she retraced the steps she knew G andnot her
Rachel had taken imagining her grandfather waiting on the other
side of the door. Sarah's stomach fluttered in anticipation.

Her hand reached out slowy for the doorknob. Letting the door
sw ng backwards, she stepped across the threshol d.

A floor to ceiling wooden partition blocked her view of the
church. She ran her hand down the edge of the wood. It probably
kept the wi nd and snow from pouring down the center aisle during
the winter. The paint showed faint signs of finger prints |eft
by the congregation and conti nuously scrubbed cl ean.

She slowy stepped around the wall, holding her breath. The
cl acki ng of her sandal s agai nst the highly polished hardwod
floor silenced as her feet stepped onto a rust col ored carpet.

M ni mal signs of wear showed on the runner up the center of the
tiny church. She touched the edge of one of the pews. The wood
felt like satin as she let her hand drift across it fromone pew
to the next.

She sighed deeply. Her great-grandnother's church. The
pl ace where she'd married. Her grandnother's church, but not the
same. Modern and polished. She could no |onger inmagine her
grandnot her standing in this building.

Her gaze floated up to the small stained gl ass w ndow behi nd

the altar. The bright norning sun shone through it. It was
gl orious, just as her great-grandnother had described it in her
diary. That had not changed. Jesus still ascended to heaven

with his arnms outstretched. No wonder her great-grandnother had
been so fascinated with the window. It gave Sarah a sense of awe
as she stared at it.

She drifted slowy toward the altar. A sinple wooden podi um
stood to the left with a white |linen drape down the front. The
altar itself wasn't nore than four feet |ong and had been hewn
froma tree. Years of polish made it shine where the enbroidered
i nen drape, which hung over the edges, didn't cover it. The sun



glinted off a sinple brass cross standing in the center of the
altar.

Sarah | et her eyes follow the shaft of sunlight back up from
the cross to the figure of Jesus. The sun streaned in around his
head giving hima natural halo. He appeared to | ook down at her
and beckon to her with outstretched arns. She took a step
forward. The light blinded her. Her head spun. She seened to
float off the floor. Swaying, she grabbed a pew to support
hersel f. Rough wood greeted her hand. She | ooked down and st ood
on unpol i shed wood. She shook her head. Her desire to see the
church G andnot her Rachel had been married in and the sunlight in
her eyes nust be distorting her senses.

"My gracious child, what happened to you?"

Sarah spun to answer the wonman, her hands going to cover the
brui ses on her arnms. Behind her stood a well endowed wonman
wearing a brown dress which hung to the floor. A tiny edging of
| ace showed at her neck. The |long sleeves had tiny petal-Ilike
decorations at the cuffs. Sarah stopped, her nouth open. She
bl i nked furiously. |If she cleared her sight, everything would
return to normal. She glanced back at the altar. The linen
cloth had di sappeared. A rough wooden cross stood where the
brass one had been nonents before. The world started to swirl.
She tightened her grip on the edge of the pew, the wood digging
into her palm

She forced her eyes to focus on the woman standing in front
of her. A large white apron was tied around her mddle. The
woman's hair was tucked up under a yellow calico bonnet which
didn't match the dress. The town nust be hol ding sone type of
pageant today. The woman had to be sweltering in that outfit.
Sarah watched as the woman tucked errant strands of gray hair
back under the bonnet.

"Charlie.” The woman's voice becane a |loud shrill call.
"Charlie. Run tell M. Martin and M. Canpbell sonething' s
amss. One of the brides is here and hurt. Don't you be peeking
in here. And run hone and get ne ny cape. You hurry yourself up
now." The woman noved cl oser to Sarah, clucking under her
breath. "Poor child. You been through a terrible ordeal by the
| ooks of it. W'Il take you right over to ny parlor just as soon
as | get sonething to cover you with. How ever did you cone to
be in the church?"

Sarah shook her head. |If she took a deep breath and shut
her eyes, when she opened them the wonman woul d be gone and the
carpet would be back. She held her breath and | eaned agai nst the
edge of the pew. She waited for the satiny feel of the wood to
return to her fingers. Then everything would be fine.

The sl amm ng of the door sounded and the stonping of boots.
She wouldn't look. |If she didn't |look, it would go away. All of
it.

"Joshua Canpbel |, take yourself right out of here. The poor
child s half scared to death and ready to swoon. | don't know
whi ch one of the ladies she is, but she's not dressed proper to
be greeting either of you fine gentlenen.”

The woman's voice swirled around Sarah. Fainting seened a
| ogi cal solution. Maybe she had fainted. O Jack had caused her



brai n damage when he'd cut off her oxygen with his hands at her
throat. O, she'd just plain had a nervous breakdown. Slow vy,
she peeked out of one hal f-opened eye.

Peering around the partition in the back stood a | arge man.
He clutched his hat to the edge of the wall, staring at her. Red
tousled hair stood on end. Fury steaned from sparkling green
eyes as his gaze rested on her bruised arns.



Chapter 2

The woman in brown planted herself squarely in front of
Sarah. "M. Canpbell, | will ask you to kindly renove yourself
until the child has a chance to put on nore than underclothes.”
She whi spered to Sarah, "Are these the new fashion in underthings
from back East. Mst unusual and don't seemright practical."

Sarah blinked at her.

“I"l'l kill the bastard that did this to ny bride." His
knuckl es protruded as white bunps that matched the paint on the
edge of the partition.

"Bride?!" Sarah gasped. She | ooked back at the stained
gl ass wi ndow. Jesus had turned his eyes toward heaven. She
pl unked down heavily on one of the pews. No padded cushion to
soften her descent. A dream That was all there was to it. She
could think of no other explanation as to why M. Canpbell so
much resenbl ed the man who'd saved her at the club the other
night. She'd fallen asleep reading her great-grandnother's
diary. Any nonent she'd wake up in the dreary hotel room and
start her trek to find Mose Creek.

"M . Canpbell, really. Such | anguage. And you don't

rightly know who's bride she is. Calmyourself. |'mtaking her
to my house for a spot of tea and a change of clothes. Then you
may talk with her." The woman's voice turned to a soft coo.

"W nust talk with her now, Ms. Westall. W have to find
the other woman."” Joshua's voi ce booned through the church as he
glared at Sarah. "Why aren't you waiting at the stage stop?"

O course, thought Sarah. This woman coul d be no one but
Ms. Westall, her grandnother's best friend in Mbose Creek. No
dream woul d be conpl ete w t hout her

"What's wong? Wat are the | adies doing here?" A deep
mal e voi ce sounded behi nd Joshua.

Joshua swung his arm and hat sideways to stop the voice.
"There's just one inside, Henry, and | don't know for certain

which one. | don't even know what's happened.”
"M. Martin, you stay outside.” Ms. Wstall's voice rose
sharply.

"Way?" An armclad in a green shirt pushed agai nst the bare
arm of Joshua.

"Cause the child s not dressed proper."” Ms. Wstall's
reply canme sharply.

"Then Joshua best be hoping he's staring at his bride and
not mne."

A deep red flushed Joshua's face so his skin matched his

hair. "I was staring at the bruises on her arns.”
H s eyes | ocked with Sarah's as she peeked around Ms.
Westall. She could sense the anger emanating fromhim tinged

wi th concern. Wat she didn't know was why. O for that matter
where or when. She shook her head. She wanted to wake up now.

"Brui ses?" Henry pushed past Joshua.

"You can't see a thing. Ms. Wstall's hiding her." Joshua
cranmed his hat back on his head. "Let's git so she can tend to
her. Then maybe she can tell us where the other bride is.”

Sarah gasped. Henry Martin. Her great-grandfather. No



doubt about that. He had the sane bl ack hair she did and the
same soft gray eyes. Her father had always told her she took
after the Martins. But if this was her great-grandfather, where
was her great-grandnother? Brides? The diary told nothing about
t hem di sappearing. She gasped. "The stage hold-up. Were's
Rachel ?" She tried to stand, but her |egs wobbled. She felt as
i f someone had punched her in the stomach. Henry and Joshua
weren't supposed to be standing in the church. They should be
riding out to neet the stage with Ms. Wstall. They should be
rescui ng Rachel .

"Ch, ny God, a hold-up.” Henry's face blanched as he

slunped slightly. "It appears your bride is safe, Joshua." He
gri pped Joshua's arm as he wobbl ed.

Joshua cl asped the smaller man's shoulder. "We'll find
yours. We'll get the nen to search around the town while Ms.
Westall takes care of Mss Hodges. Ms. Stedman can't be far
away. If mne is alive, yours nust be."

M ss Hodges. Catherine. Geat-grandnother's best friend.
For the nmonment it would do. Until they found the real Catherine
was dead. But was she? Could nore have changed than the nen not
rescui ng Rachel ? Had she saved Catherine and killed Rachel ?

They had to find Rachel. Her head started to spin. Wat
woul d happen to her if Rachel wasn't found? She pushed past Ms.
Westall. "Wait. You have to find gr...Rachel. Henry, Joshua,
pl ease. "

Sarah shrugged off the heavy wool cape Ms. Wstall had
wr apped her in for the trip across the town of half a dozen
buil dings. She laid the brown cape across the sturdy four poster
bed and noved to the wi ndows, parting the |ace curtains to stare
out of the many paned wi ndow. Leaning her head agai nst the cool
gl ass, she sighed. She could see nothing but trees and bushes.
She turned as the door behind her opened.

"Here, dear. Sone hot water to wash up." Ms. Westal
noved across the small roomto set a white ceramc pitcher with
tiny pink flowers on it next to a matching basin. She laid a

clean white towel down. "The nmen dragged your trunks in for you.
They found the coach and horses a couple of mles fromtown. The
driver was dead, but no sign of Ms. Stedman could be found. |'m
so sorry. |I'Ill leave you to get changed, unless you' d like to

take a rest. Dinner won't be served until noon, but | could fix
you a little sonmething if you' re hungry."

"No, thank you. I'mfine.” Sarah turned her attention to
the two | arge trunks which took up nost of the room between the
bed and one wall. "I'"Il just take a nap, if you don't mnd."

"Of course not, dear. Those gentlenen should have waited
"til you'd had time to wash off the dust fromthe road and change
into proper clothing before they insisted on questioning you."

Ms. Westall patted her on the shoulder. "Your lovely hair.
Under a proper bonnet it won't be so noticeable. I1t'll grow back
soon enough.” Ms. Westall turned to | eave the room tsking

under her breath.
Sarah | aughed softly. This definitely had to be a dream
No ot her expl anation nmade sense. But everything seened so real



It couldn't be 1870. It had to be the stress of the |ast few
weeks and her fascination with her great-grandnother's diary. It
was the only possible explanation.

Washi ng her face woul d make her feel better. She | ooked in
the small hand mrror that lay on the dresser to find her hair
standi ng on end. Reaching for her tote bag, she pulled out a
hair brush and some cleansing cream Dipping the brush in the
wat er, she conbed it through her tightly perned curls and patted
t hem back into place. After washing her face, she turned her
attention to the trunks.

She dragged one away fromthe bed with sone effort. "Damm
t hese things are heavy," she nuttered. Cothes couldn't weigh
that much? She flipped up the top to find the nost beauti ful
dress she had ever seen. She ran her fingers lightly across the
creamcolored silk. Not very practical for this part of the
country. Laying the dress carefully on the bed, she found
dresses made of wool and other fabrics she couldn't identify.
Sarah smled to herself. This was nore fun than runmagi ng
t hrough her great-grandnother's trunk when she'd found it a few
nont hs ago. These clothes were new and snelled slightly of sone
ki nd of fl ower.

At the bottomof the trunk she found two frying pans and a
| arge pot. Cast iron. No wonder the trunk wei ghed so much
I nside the pot, on top of several towels, lay a brown | eather
bound book. Sarah picked it up. Staring at the cover she
recognized it. Her great-grandnother's diary. She clutched it
to her chest. This trunk bel onged to Rachel, not Catheri ne.
Tears welled in her eyes. Her heart raced. This might not be a
dream She nust have really stepped back in tinme sonehow and
changed history. Sonmewhere out there her great-grandnother was
lost. She had to be found.

She had to go after the nen. In a dream it didn't matter
on way or another. She could enjoy the adventure. But, if this
was reality, she had to rescue G andnother Rachel or her own life
woul d be in jeopardy.

Goi ng back to her tote bag, she yanked out a pair of blue
jeans and slipped into them She wi shed she had a warner bl ouse
to wear. Turning to the dresser, Sarah pulled open several
drawers, rummagi ng through the contents. N ghtgowns and under
garnments. In the bottomdrawer she found a man's shirt. Pulling
it on over her tank top, she | ooked around for sonething to wear
on her feet. None of the shoes in the trunk were going to work
and her sandals and runni ng shoes seened a little out of place.

She gl anced at the one renmaining piece of furniture in the
room a tall wooden piece with intricate carvings down the front.
Fl i ngi ng open the doors, she found a pair of boots on the bottom
Alittle too big for her, she found sone socks in the dresser to
stuff in the toes. She went to the second trunk to see if she
could find a coat of sone type, not wanting to take Ms.
Westall's cape. Near the bottomlay a blue wool cape. Draping
it over her shoulders, it fell below her knees. It would do.
She hoped no one m nded her borrowing the clothes. And she'd
have to borrow a horse also. Was that a hangi ng of fense? She
shrugged her shoulders. If she didn't find G andnother Rachel,



it wouldn't matter anyway. She wouldn't exist to be hanged.

She scribbled a note for Ms. Westall on a piece of paper
she found in her purse. Hopefully she wouldn't notice it was a
cash register receipt fromthe grocery store, but she couldn't
all ow the poor woman to worry. Fastening her watch on her wi st,
she shoved her bel ongi ngs back in her tote bag and craw ed out
t he wi ndow.

Sarah gripped the horse's mane as the saddl e slipped
slightly to the left. Horses tied up in front of the store
shoul d have a properly attached saddle. Riding this beast was
difficult enough without doing it froman angle.

She knew the nmen had headed east in search of the spot where
t he stage coach robbery had occurred. And the town only had one
street, so she had to be traveling in the right direction. They
couldn't be too far ahead of her. They would have to travel
slowy to track the outlaws. On TV soneone al ways di snount ed
often to study the tracks on the ground.

She gl anced at her watch. It wasn't quite noon. At |east
she had hours of daylight before she found herself lost in the
woods. She gl anced to the side of the road at the brush which
threatened to retake it. She definitely didn't want to spend the
ni ght al one out here. Sonething rustled in the bushes next to
her. Al kinds of wild animals lived out here. She glanced
quickly to the right and urged the horse on a little faster.

After what seened forever, she finally heard voi ces ahead of
her, just beyond where the road bent. Hopefully, Joshua and
Henry wai ted around the curve. The saddle shifted again. She
groaned and tried to right herself, accidentally kicking the
horse in the ribs. He bolted forward. "Woa, Nellie," she
yell ed. They thundered around the curve, the saddle sliding to
the side. Sarah clutched the horse's mane. Hitting the ground
at this speed would have to hurt imensely. She wondered if she
could push herself off w thout |anding under the horse's hooves.

Strong hands grabbed her as she and the saddle slipped to
the horse's side and she started to fall. She grasped at
muscul ar shoul ders. "Thank you," she gasped and | ooked up into
deep green eyes. A red nustache hung only inches from her face.
"Joshua. Thank goodness."

He held her tightly, staring down into her face. After
several seconds, he finally spoke in a deep warmvoice. "Mss
Hodges, what are you doi ng?"

"Falling off that stupid beast, but you saved nme just in
time. |I'mgrateful, but you can put ne down now.” She smled
sheepishly up at him H's eyes resenbled a green neadow in the
md afternoon with the sun shining onit. For a nonent, she
wi shed she were Catheri ne.

"What are you doing out here?" H's voice becanme gruff as he
conti nued hol di ng her crushed against his chest with strong arns.

He snelled of the woods. Warnth seeped through her making
her giddy. "Follow ng you."

n \My?ll

"To find my gr...best friend. Rachel has to be found.
couldn't just sit around and wait." She tried to push herself



away fromhis chest. He had to understand how i nperative finding
Rachel was.

Henry's voice cane from behind her. "She belongs in town.
She will only get in our way. Besides, isn't that Jake's horse
she's riding?"

"One of us will have to take her back." Joshua shifted her
slightly in his arnms. She snelled wonderful. He had never
encountered such a fragrance before, but he liked it. It snelled

nothing like the | avender which nost wonen wore. And she was
such a delicate woman. She fit in his arns as a child woul d.

"You take her back. She's your bride." Henry turned and
wal ked to retrieve Jake's stallion fromwhere he stood a few feet
farther on munchi ng grass.

"I won't go back. Not until Rachel's found."” She struggled
in Joshua's arns.

"M ss Hodges, you have no alternative but to go back. It
isn't safe out here." Joshua |ooked down at the upturned nose
and had an overwhelm ng urge to kiss it. He |ooked away at
Henry. Later, after they were married, he could find out if she
tasted as good as she snell ed.

"Put me down. | can't argue like this." Sarah kicked her
feet. "I won't be treated like a child. | mght be able to
hel p. "

Joshua set M ss Hodges on her feet and watched her brush her
shirt down so that it covered her bottom Levi’'s, the |ike of
whi ch he'd never seen before, nolded her legs to the top of her
oversi zed boots. Tight curly hair framed her face. She nmade a
nost unusual sight. Laughter threatened to escape him No
wonder she was a spinster |ady of six and twenty years. No nman
woul d have her. She seened to have no | adylike inclinations nor
any del i caci es about being seen undressed or in trousers. But,
then, in the wilderness, such attitudes m ght be better. "And
how do you intend to help, Mss Hodges? You can't seemto
remenber anything that's happened.” He rubbed the side of his
face.

She bent her head back to stare up at him "For one thing,
when you find ny gr...Rachel, the two of you will scare her to
death. She's already been ki dnapped and will think you're doing
t he sane. ™

"M ss Hodges can't be out at night alone with two nen.

Think of her reputation,” Henry said. "Besides, Jake's gonna
want his horse.”

"We have nore inportant things to think about. W should be
| ooki ng for Rachel and Jake'll live w thout the beast until we
get finished with our business." Sarah glared at them Men. So
often they were useless in an enmergency. And this could turn
into a dire enmergency if they didn't find Rachel and get her
married to Henry.

Joshua | aughed. "We're damed no natter what we do and |
don't think you need to worry overly about her reputation or
Jake. | plan on marrying M ss Hodges as soon as the itinerant
preacher cones to town in tw days. And I'll make it up to Jake.
If we split up and | take her back to town, you may have nore
than you can handl e when you catch up with the bandits. W can't



waste anynore tinme by both of us going back. | could try to
catch up with you, but it'll be hours.™

"Ch, hell."” Sarah |ooked up into Joshua's eyes. "W are
all going because I'll be a nervous weck until | know Rachel's
okay. Now, you fix that dammed saddl e on that stupid beast, so
we can get started."” She tapped her foot while she watched
Joshua straighten the saddle, tighten the cinch, and shorten the
stirrups, then she noved to nount the horse again, taking a deep
breath. She definitely didn't want themto figure out she'd
never ridden a horse before today. It |ooked easy, in the
novi es, and this one seenmed to go where she pointed it. So far.
“I"1l only follow you again if you try to take be back, so you

damm wel | better mount up.” She gritted her teeth as she held
onto the saddl e horn.

Joshua shook his head. "Wat have you gotten ne into, Henry
Martin?"

"And what does that crack nmean?" asked Sarah.

"He came up with the idea to get mail-order brides."” Joshua

threw his head back and | aughed loudly as he lifted hinself on
top of his large gray stallion.

Henry nmuttered, "Mil-order brides--don't know what you'l
get. | just pray Ms. Stedman isn't cut fromthe sanme cloth as
M ss Hodges. | may have done both of us a disservice."

Sarah glared at the tw nen.

Sarah's stomach growl ed. She'd had a | ate breakfast this
nor ni ng, about a hundred and twenty years from now, and hours
ago. The nen seenmed in no hurry to stop and eat. She sneaked a
peek at her watch. Nearly nine. Didn't the sun ever set in this
country. Her legs ached fromtrying to stay in the saddl e and
her rear had probably been flattened forever from bouncing on the
saddl e. Never would she adnmit defeat, however. Besides, neither
man woul d take her back after all the mles they'd gone. She'd
never figured those dammed robbers could have gotten so far so
fast draggi ng two wonen al ong.

"I don't think we'll be able to go nuch farther tonight."
Joshua | ooked back at Sarah.

Thank goodness. She shifted for the mllionth tinme on the
horse trying to ease the pain in her backside. "Please don't
stop on ny account.' She tried to smle at him

"Don't worry, we're not. The horses need a rest and | could
use sone food." Joshua reined in his horse and swng his | eg
over the animal's runp as he lowered hinself to the ground.
"Henry, you get the fire started. 1'Il get some water." He
reached up and lifted Sarah down.

She | eaned agai nst himfor a nmonment while her | egs decided
they would hold her after all. Heat seared fromhis chest into
her body. Where his hands touched her waist, a charge of
electricity shot through her. She pulled away from him

Foll owi ng the nmen had been a really stupid idea. She wanted
a shower and a bed. She wanted to wake up fromthis dream so she
could find a cafe where she could get a bagel and cream cheese
for breakfast. She wanted to be honme even if Jack still stalked
her. The great outdoors |ooked nmuch better on the tel evision



t han up cl ose and personal.

She heaved a big sigh. But, if this turned out not to be a
dream and they didn't find Rachel soon, nothing would matter. No
great-grandnother, no Martin famly, no Sarah. A shiver ran up

her spine.

"Col d?" Joshua held her by the shoul ders.

"Alittle.” H's hands were warm even through her shirt.

He pulled her cape from her horse and wrapped it around her.
"At | east you have sone of your own clothing on. W'Il get a
fire started and you' |l feel better.”

"What do you nean? | only borrowed the shirt." And

technically the cape and the shoes, but she didn't think she'd
better nention that. She wasn't even sure whose cape she'd
bor r owed.

He | ooked down her legs. "Those pants don't belong to sone
young boy?"

n I\b. n

"I"ve never seen anything quite like "em"

"Stop jawi ng and get the water. | want coffee.” Henry's

voi ce interrupted their discussion.

Sarah pulled the cape around her and went to sit on a rock
next to the fire. "Wuat's for dinner?"

"CGot some venison. Got sone flour. Want to make sone
bi scuits?" Henry fed the fire with tw gs.

"Here's your water." Joshua set the coffee pot next to the
fire. "You cooking, Henry?"

"Thought M ss Hodges might." Henry grinned.

"I don't do barbecue."

"Huh?" Joshua sat down next to her, holding his hands
toward the fl anes.

"I"ve never cooked over an open fire. |I'msure |'d make
charcoal . A fire under the stars would be romantic, if she had
a hotel roomto go back to. She |ooked up at Joshua. A perfect
evening woul d be sitting and roasting hot dogs and marshmal | ows
then laying back in his arnms and counting the stars. The heavens
were filled wwth them Mre than she'd ever seen in the skies
over Los Angel es.

"What are you tal king about?" Henry dropped coffee grounds
into the pot and set it in the fire.

"Never mnd." Sarah smled. "One of you better cook if
we're going to eat.”
"Cooking is woman's work." Joshua poked at the fire with a

sti ck.

"Says who?" Sarah glared at him

He | aughed softly. "Most people do."

"This woman doesn't cook over an open fire." She fol ded her
arnms across her breasts and stared at the two nen defiantly.

"W can sit here all night and argue, or we can cook

ourselves." Henry took out his knife and sharpened a sti ck.
"I"l'l go make sure the stock is secure and get our bedrolls.
You cook." Joshua pulled a blade of grass fromnext to him and

stuck it between his teeth before he unfolded and strolled away.
A woman who coul dn't cook. He'd never net one before.
Sonet hi ng about Cat herine fascinated himfor sone reason.



Maybe it was her odd manner of dress or her reckless streak.
Qoviously she'd been in the sun without her hat nore than once.
Her gol den colored skin attested to that fact. But he liked it
just as he liked the snell of her. He'd never been near a wonman
who snelled like she did. He wanted to fold her into his arns
and bury his head in her hair, what there was of it. Wat had
happened to make her cut her hair so short? Had the robbers cut
it off? Had she had sone strange ailnment? He couldn't ask her,
not yet, but the desire to know burned in him Another desire
grew besi de that.

He kicked at the dust with his boot and strolled back to the

canp fire.
Sarah bit into the piece of meat Henry offered her. "Thank
you." She smled at him Venison, biscuits, and coffee. Not a

very bal anced neal, but hunger consunmed her and she didn't care.
Anyt hi ng woul d taste good right now and, surprisingly enough, it
tasted wonderful. She'd have to do with just half a cup of
cof fee though. The caffeine would keep her awake all night.

She wat ched whil e Joshua poured hinself a cup and downed
nost of it. "Nothing |ike good strong coffee.” He refilled his
cup, then sat in front of her, |eaning back against the side of
the rock. Hi's arm brushed agai nst her leg. He took the neat
offered by Henry. "Does it suit you, Mss Hodges?"

"Very much. Please stop calling me Mss." She took a sip
of coffee, nearly choking. She'd never tasted anything so strong
or bitter. Setting the cup down, she tried to shift so Joshua's
armdidn't touch her, but to do so would nean falling off the
rock. One tunble a day in front of himwas sufficient, so she
tried shifting her leg alittle away. H's armstill brushed her
leg. A quiver ran through her.

"And what woul d you have us call you?" Joshua | eaned
forward to pour hinself nore coffee.

How he could drink the brew that resenbled nud, she didn't
understand. She'd kill for a soda. "Sa...Cathy."

"Cat hy?" He | ooked up at her with his clear blue eyes.

"Cathy. Short for Catherine."” She'd always wanted a
ni ckname. Sarah didn't shorten into anything intelligible. So,
for a short tinme, she'd borrow soneone el se's.

Henry threw a stick onto the fire. "Seens a bit informal
M ss Hodges."

"I like Cathy. 1s that a problem Henry?" Sarah asked.

Henry gl ared at her. "M ss Hodges and M. Martin would be
nore appropriate under the circunstances."”

"What circunstances?" Sarah | ooked from Henry to Joshua.

"We've only just net," said Henry.

"Nonsense. | can't renmenber the last tinme |I called soneone
by his surnane.”

Joshua choked, sputtering coffee into the fire. "You cooked
up this idea, Henry. Renenber that."

Henry stared at Sarah with wi de gray eyes. "You're never

going to let nme forget."
"Not in the near future." Joshua stood up. "Did you think
to bring a bedroll, Mss Cathy?" He noved to bank the fire.
"Well...no. But |I can sleep wapped up in ny cape. |It's



plenty warm "

"Lay here next to the fire." He pointed to a flat spot
covered by grass. "I'll bed down near." He spread out his
bl anket. "One of us better stand guard in case the thieves
backtrack. You want nme to go first?" He turned to | ook at
Henry.

"No. Get M ss Hodges settled in. 1'lIl call you in a couple
of hours."™ Henry disappeared into a clunp of trees.

"Do you think the crooks will cone back?" Sarah sat where
Joshua had pointed, w de-eyed.

"Could be. Don't worry. Do you know how to use a rifle?"
Joshua sat next to her.

"No." She shook her head.

"I'"d better teach you if you're going to live in these
parts. Lie down and wrap up in your cloak. I1t'll keep you
war m "

Sarah pulled her head in as she |ay down and curled up her
| egs so she woul d be conpletely covered. After a few m nutes,
she stretched her legs. Al of her nuscles were cranping from
bei ng on the horse, and the ground felt very hard.

Joshua stretched out his hand to her. "GCet up."

She peeked out of the blue material at him The fire
glinted off his red hair making it appear to be aflanme. "Wy?"

"Il put nmy other blanket down and then I'll put the cloak
over you. You'll be nore confortable that way."

"But what'll you use. You'll freeze."

"Wn't be the first tinme nor the last."

Sarah smled at him "I've put you out enough. | can't
t ake your bl anket."

"Wbnman need to be protected and taken care of. | can't have
my future wife getting the grippe because she had to lay on cold
ground. "

She snat ched her hand away from him Taken care of indeed.
"Excuse ne, but | can nmanage just fine."

"I"'msure you can.” His eyes |aughed at her.

She curled back into her cape, her back turned toward him

"M ss Cathy, you are being stubborn. Take the blanket."

"I"'mfine." Stubborn! He hadn't begun to see stubborn.

"No, you're not. Besides | can't have you feeling poorly in
the nmorning. W have a long way to go."

" Hph. "

"M ss Hodges, | insist.”

"Don't worry. | won't slow you down." She glared up at
him but the cranps in her |legs won the argunent for him She
couldn't stay curled up and ever nove again. "OCkay. You w n.
But only it we share. | won't have you freeze."

After stretching her | egs, she stood and wat ched hi m make up
t he bed.
"You can lay down now. Here's ny extra shirt you can use as

a pillow"™ He grinned at her.
"Thank you." She took the shirt. "lI'msorry for the
I nconveni ence. "
"I doubt that."” He laid down next to her and spread her

cape across her. Such a fragile one. He could pick her up and



snap her in half like a twg. How she'd nanaged to escape the
stage robbers perplexed him But then, she was a spunky little
thing. They were probably glad to be quit of her.

An owl hoot ed near by.

"What was that?" Sarah bolted upright.

"Just an ow out |ooking for his supper.”

A shiver ran through her. "You sure?"

Joshua pul |l ed her back down. "Positive. Go to sleep.
We'll be off at first light and you need sone rest."” Her body
trenbled next to his. He rolled on his side and pulled her into
his arms. "I won't let the wild animals get you."

She snuggl ed agai nst his chest. One night wouldn't matter.
He had prom sed to marry Catherine Hodges and toni ght she'd be
M ss Hodges, until they found the real one. |If they found her.
If she still lived. |In Rachel's diary Catherine had died during
t he stage robbery, but now ... She'd changed things. How nuch
was yet to be discovered.

Tormorrow they'd find Cat heri ne and Rachel, dead or alive.
Then she'd have sone heavy duty explaining to do. Al of this
smacked of a strange dream Joshua was a reincarnation of the
man she'd nmet the other night. Being in the church had just set
her imagi nati on on a ranpage. No other explanation could be
feasible. "I'mbeing silly,"” she said aloud w thout realizing
It.

"Very, but wonen are allowed.™

Her body tensed against his and pulled away. "What ?"

He tightened his grip on her. "Go to sleep.”

"But," she sputtered.

"We' || argue in the norning. It'll give us sonething to do
while we ride.”

She remained stiff for a nonent, then rel axed agai nst him
"I"'mnot used to being outside at night."

Joshua hugged her tightly. Maybe Henry's idea of getting
mai | - order brides hadn't been such a bad idea after all. This
one would nmake his life interesting. She rolled over so her back
curled into his body. He draped his armaround her. Her head
nestl ed beneath his chin. Her hair snelled fresh and felt soft
agai nst his neck. She fit perfectly against him H's Cathy.

No. Cath. That name fit this unusual woman far better

She was right. The cape was too short to cover his |egs.
But he wouldn't suffer fromthe cold. Not with her curled into
him The heat within himwould keep out the cold. Sleep would
not cone tonight. Once she fell asleep, he'd relieve Henry. No
sense in both of them staying awake all night.



